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t the time of the first contact between the European 
immigrants and the Native Americans there were 
thousands of Native American tribal societies that 
inhabited America with distinctive languages and dialects, 
governments, cosmologies, histories and traditions. In fact, ―the 
pre-1492 Western Hemisphere was among the most linguistically 
and culturally plural areas the world has ever known‖ (Dorris 1979: 
147). With the cumulative influx of the European immigrants to 
America, Native Americans suffered severe population losses due 
to massive bloodshed and subsequent enslavements. Besides, 
imported European diseases like smallpox and measles further 
reduced their numbers. Despite these losses, Native American 
people survived and continued to maintain their distinctive 
identities and intellectual and spiritual traditions. At the time of the 
first contact with the European immigrants, the multicultural, 
diverse tribes of Native Americans spoke as many as three hundred 
fifty languages. Out of more than ten million Native Americans 
who lived in America at this time, about two million of their 
descendants still live in the United States and in North America 
and as many as two hundred languages are still spoken by these 
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indigenous populations (Gray 2004: 4). Believed to have migrated 
from Asia more than thirty two thousand years back, these Native 
tribes survived by adapting to American land and clime and 
incorporating into their lives metaphysical beliefs and cultural 
understandings that sustained their existence. The Europeans were 
baffled by a diversity, the like of which, they had never seen 
before. In addition to this, the biblical protology did not provide an 
explanation of the existence of humanity in this remote part of the 
earth. Jace Weaver states that ―the biblical protology clearly spoke 
of only three continents (Europe, Africa, and Asia), each populated 
by the progeny of a different son of Noah after the Flood‖ (2001: 
18). As a result, the Europeans denied the Native Americans the 
status of human beings. It was only in 1512 after Pope Julius II 
proclaimed the Native Americans to have ―descended from Adam 
and Eve through the Babylonians‖ (Weaver 2001: 18) that Native 
Americans were accepted as humans although now the Europeans 
started postulating that these dark-skinned peoples who met 
Columbus were the ‗Lost Tribes of Israel‘. Implicit in these 
practices of defining and locating the Native American peoples was 
the underlying project of erasing their ‗otherness‘, of killing the 
Indianness of the Indians. With Columbus acting as a pioneer, the 
Spaniards, the French and the Anglo-Saxons came and asserted 
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their rights to occupy the land. Europe came to look upon America 
as a potential place for fulfilling its colonial ambitions in the name 
of Christianizing and civilizing the indigenous populations. 
Christianity and science served the colonizer immensely and 
justified its colonial project as noble. Alexis de Tocqueville 
observes that the United States was able ―to exterminate the Indian 
race ... without violating a single great principle of morality in the 
eyes of the world‖ (1994: 355). The expansion of the European 
immigrants in the Americas was justified in terms of America‘s 
‗Manifest Destiny‘, a term coined by John O'Sullivan in 1845. The 
Native American people were subject to genocide and reduced to a 
non-entity by these colonial projects.  
The immigrants that came to America left written records 
that served the purpose of gaining control over American land and 
people, among other things. Writing served as a means of 
stereotyping the Native population as ‗noble savages‘, 
‗uncivilized‘, ‗barbarians‘ and a ‗vanishing‘ race.  With the 
emergence of the printing press, the stereotyped images drawn by 
early immigrants spread quickly to different parts of the world. 
Moreover, owing to European colonial sway across the world, 
these textual records served as the only window for people across 
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the globe to know about the Native Americans. This, in turn, made 
the textual creation of an Indian identity as the most powerful 
weapon that the colonizing powers used against them. Down 
through the pages of history, the Indians became people without 
names and faces, people who are very stoic and have no feelings. 
After the creation of the US, Native Americans were forced to 
assimilate into a white ideal in order to ‗belong‘ to the new nation. 
For acquiring the citizenship of US, Native Americans were 
expected to give up their Indianness. Numerous policies were 
framed by the US government to erase the differences of the Native 
Americans. Initially the new government made treaties with the 
tribes, but later on the Indian tribes and nations were reduced to the 
status of ―domestic dependent nations‖ (Porter & Roemer 2005: 
51). The Dawes act of 1887 dealt another blow to Native American 
sovereignty and tribal identity as it accelerated the process of land 
confiscation. The relocation policies of post-second world war US 
government were similarly meant to eradicate the Indian identity 
once for all.  
In order to erase cultural differences, the white immigrants 
used education as a complementary weapon to physical oppression. 
Education was meant to tackle all kinds of ethnic and tribal 
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differences by replacing indigenous languages with the colonizers 
language and by Christianizing the masses. Carlisle Indian school 
(1879) came to represent this type of education with its founder, 
Richard Pratt‘s motto, ―Kill the Indian and save the man‖ (Rowe 
2010: 182) serving as the basic principle guiding the education 
policies of the white Americans. Besides education serving as a 
method of cultural genocide, writing was used to justify the 
confiscation of land and ‗legalize‘ the possession of Native 
American lands. The process of replacing the Indian identity with 
colonial projections also affected the identity and character of the 
immigrants that came to America. The white Americans saw 
themselves as the ‗civilizers‘ of the ‗uncivilized‘. Frederick 
Jackson Turner‘s essay of 1893, which delineated specific 
characteristics of the white American self such as ‗individualism‘, 
‗manliness‘, ‗ruggedness‘ and ‗the power to tame the wild‘, was 
primarily based upon the idea that America belonged only to 
homogenous white Americans whose expansion was the only 
meaningful thing that could define the ‗American character‘. On 
the other hand, the Native Americans represented the ‗Wild West‘. 
White American literature imbibed all these influences and acted as 
a powerful weapon to promote the stereotypical images of the 
Native American population. Writers such as Washington Irving, 
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James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville and Mark Twain while 
creating such characters that embodied the white American spirit 
simultaneously  projected racist American stereotypic beliefs by 
creating fictional Indian characters. However, despite all these 
odds, Native Americans maintained their identities and ascertained 
their presence in the US by countering the colonial onslaughts of 
the oppressor in diverse ways, literature being one such way. 
The Native Americans had an oral tradition to sustain their 
identity that was pitted against the Eurocentric writing tradition. 
However, with the advent of time the Native American writers 
started contributing to written literature. During the second half of 
the twentieth century, the world witnessed the revival of Native 
American literature with the publication of Scott Momaday‘s novel 
House Made of Dawn (1968). Native American literature was able 
to intrude into the territory of the colonizer by means of adapting 
to the written form of literature. I use the word ‗adapting‘ with 
emphasis because maintaining the essence of the oral tradition and 
Native aesthetics based upon indigenous perspectives and 
epistemologies has been a fundamental achievement of the Native 
writers. This transformation enabled the Native Americans to voice 
and resist a long history of genocide and oppression of the 
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colonizing forces. Besides, the Native Americans used writing to 
put forward a Native American perspective about their cultural and 
ethnic identity by breaking the stereotypical formulations of the 
white American discourse. The simultaneous emergence of other 
minority literatures in the 1960s raised questions regarding the 
meaning and basis of America and American literature. Native 
American writers were able to present before the world the 
multicultural diversity that exists in different tribal populations in 
the US. Thereby, these writers undermined the homogenous 
identity discourse of the white Americans that relied on projecting 
all multiple, diverse and heterogeneous Native American tribal 
people as a homogenous category labeled as ‗Indian‘. Today we 
have come to accept America as a multicultural, diverse nation 
because of the contributions of the ethnic writers. The 
overwhelming response of people worldwide to Native American 
literature was fuelled by the creative writings of some master 
writers who virtually taught the masses anew the lessons of 
approaching the text from an Indian perspective. These writers 
enlightened the world regarding the importance of Native 
American beliefs and worldviews based upon the concept of 
harmony and peace between both animate and inanimate things in 
the world. Besides N Scott Momaday, other major contributors of 
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the Native American Renaissance include James Welsh, Vine 
Deloria, Jr. and Leslie Marmon Silko.  
Born in March 1948 in New-Mexico Albuquerque to a 
mixed blood family, Silko has emerged as one of the most 
prominent Native American writers to contribute to the revival of 
Native American literature. Her mixed ancestry has influenced her 
work in myriad ways; she also acknowledges the influence of her 
own family‘s storytelling on her method and vision.  Growing up 
on the edge of the Laguna Pueblo reservation, Silko‘s earliest 
experiences were positioned between cultures. Right from her early 
schooling, she had witnessed strange treatment from those that had 
fallen into the binary division of Indian and white identity. Her 
works primarily focus on the alienation of Native Americans in a 
white society and on the importance of native traditions and 
community in helping them cope with modern life.  
Silko writes with a strong sense of affiliation with her native 
land and culture. She belongs to Laguna tribe of Pueblo people in 
west-central New Mexico, USA. The Pueblos of New-Mexico first 
confronted the Europeans some four centuries ago when the 
Spaniards came with Coronado expedition in 1540. Later on 
Spanish invaders used power and in 1598 made the Pueblos swear 
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allegiance to the King of Spain. Besides, missionaries were forced 
on most of the tribes and Pueblo people were made to worship in 
the Catholic way, but they managed to maintain their traditional 
religious practices and ―though a secular leadership, headed by a 
governor, was created for each pueblo, the old religious hierarchy 
remained the real power‖ (Seyersted 1980: 8). Owing to the 
harshness of the Spanish rule, Pueblo people revolted in 1680, 
which some Pueblos today commemorate as the first American 
Revolution. After having been kept away for about twelve years, 
the Spaniards returned with a changed, a more lenient approach in 
their rule over the Pueblos. The Pueblo culture was distinct, 
maintaining its distinctiveness despite physical and psychological 
colonization of white immigrants, first Spanish and then Anglos. 
Seyersted remarks about the Pueblo Indians that ―[f]or at least 
12,000 years they have lived in more or less the same locations in 
the Southwest, most of them in the northwestern part of present-
day New Mexico‖ (Seyersted 1980: 6). Consequently, a strong 
relationship developed between the cultural traditions of the 
Pueblos and the landscape. Of all the Pueblo tribes, Laguna 
Pueblos were the first to be Americanized after the region came 
under the rule of Anglos after 1848. Intermarriage between the 
Natives and the whites started around 1870s. During this period 
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George Pratt and two Marmon brothers, Walter G (for Gunn) 
Marmon and his younger brother Robert G Marmon (Leslie 
Marmon Silko's great-grandfather), came to Laguna and married 
Laguna women. More than half a century ago, non-Indian 
anthropologists like Franz Boas and Elsie Clew Parsons began to 
record the myths and social organization of the Pueblos. Parsons 
asserts that this group with American blood in them led to 
Americanization of the tribe, opposed by the Pueblo conservatives, 
who finally moved to Mesita, carrying away their altars and sacred 
objects with them (Silko 1981: 256). Silko‘s writing imbibes all 
these ancestral experiences and as a result, her writing is enriched 
by indigenous and white influences. 
Silko does not claim herself as ‗the representative‘ Laguna 
Indian writer. Her method rests upon presenting before the readers 
the Indian culture and tradition from her personal perspective 
(Arnold 2000: 25-26). Way back in 1974, when many of her short 
stories were published in Rosen‘s anthology, she wrote about 
herself: ―I am of mixed-breed ancestry, but what I know is 
Laguna.‖ She voiced similar sentiments in Laguna Woman (1974): 
―I suppose at the core of my writing is the attempt to identify what 
it is to be a half-breed or mixed blooded person; what it is is (sic) 
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grow up neither white nor fully traditional Indian‖ (qtd. in 
Seyersted). Storyteller serves as an exemplification of what Silko 
means when she refuses to restrict the Indian perspective to her 
personal voice. She does not sacrifice her communal base for 
fulfilling a Eurocentric imposed authorial role as a writer. 
Therefore, she refrains from an appropriating activity by not 
projecting a pureblood identity discourse, which lies beyond her 
scope. She writes from her mixed-blood roots and relies on 
sincerity of expression as her basic principle. Besides, her 
insistence lies upon tribal sovereignty rather than only exploring 
mixed blood or pureblood identity differences. 
All her novels have met with considerable success. Most 
often, her writing reminds the readers the essential necessity of 
approaching the present reality of America in light of the cultural 
insights from the Native Americans who inhabited the Americas 
for centuries before the advent of the Europeans. She makes the 
contemporary American conscious of a long history of cultural 
genocide to which the Indians have been subjected. Silko‘s writing 
has a global appeal and her approach is more close to 
cosmopolitanism. She says, ―My old folks who raised me saw 
themselves as citizens of the world. We see no borders. When I 
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write I am writing to the world, not to the United States alone‖ 
(Arnold 2000: 161). Moreover, voicing her global approach in her 
interview in Germany with Irmer, she said that Native American 
Renaissance was a result of the interest of different people in 
various nations across the world in Native American writing; she 
says, ―if we just depended upon Anglo-Americans and their 
attitude towards us, who knows what would have happened to us‖ 
(Arnold 2000: 151). Her writing acts as a strong discourse that 
serves as a platform for the contemporary Native American Indian 
to celebrate the cultural legacies of the past and fuse them with that 
of the present in order to counter the stereotyping discourse and the 
media (mis)representations of the Indians.  
Importantly enough the writing tradition of Native 
Americans to which Silko subscribes works in opposition to the 
way it functions in the Eurocentric mode. Native writers 
consistently erase the authorial intrusions and comply with a 
communal sense of creation, wherein belonging to a communal 
base and identifying with the large authority of community serves 
as the essential guide to the writer. Silko is a living embodiment of 
this mode of writing that had ―little or no precedent in the world 
literature outside of N Scott Momaday‘s work‖ (Wiget 1996: 501). 
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Both Ceremony and Storyteller exemplify this mode of writing. 
Silko might not be the first Native American woman writer to write 
in English, but she certainly is the first Native American woman 
writer to make accessible the rich reservoir of oral literature that 
sustained Native Americans for a long period. Her attempt to fuse 
the oral tradition with the written form makes her writing an 
institution serving as a link between the Indian past and present and 
between the Native American and the outsider. Her loyalty to the 
oral mode and restoration of its essential characteristics and its 
essence even in the writing mode is an expression of the Native 
American spirit of resilience and sustenance. The same is evinced 
by her structuring the premise of her writing upon tribal demands 
for sovereignty and equality. An important underlying prerequisite 
for her literary endeavours that serves as an impetus to her writing 
is the importance and need for truth to be explored and understood 
in an unbiased manner. Accordingly, she writes about her personal 
self and uses her writing as an expression of her quest for identity 
within the Indian matrix that nourishes and sustains her writing. 
Silko was  named a ‗Living Cultural Treasure‘ by the New 
Mexico Humanities Council. In 1994 she also received the Native 
Writers' Circle of the Americas lifetime achievement award, an 
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honour she shares with N Scott Momaday (1992), Simon Ortiz 
(1993), and Joy Harjo (1995).  She received the MacArthur‘s 
‗Genius‘ award when she was in her early thirties and has been 
counted as one of the 135 most important women writers of the 
world (Jaskoski 1998: xi). Her novel Ceremony, is rated as the 
most important Native American novel that has had a huge impact 
upon the reading community in America and the overseas. 
 Native American writers show division of opinion as 
regards the critical literary assessment and methods to be applied to 
Native American literature. Many critics insist upon using 
mainstream assessment tools and literary models for an analysis of 
these texts while others demand literary assessment to be based 
upon tribal literary perspectives and understandings. One of the 
important preoccupations of the Native American writers has been 
a demand for a separate Native American literary canon, which 
would ensure literary sovereignty to Native American writing and 
would strengthen the indigenous population‘s demand for cultural, 
social, economic and political sovereignty. Silko‘s insistence upon 
tribal myths and storytelling tradition and her experimental 
methods of fusing oral narration with written form is primarily an 
attempt to adapt the Native aesthetics to a Eurocentric mode of 
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writing. Accordingly, she places contemporary experiences away 
from all appropriating discourses of binary divides, insisting upon 
an organic fusion with the tribal insights characterized by myths 
and stories that serve as substructures to her identity discourse. 
Thereby she enacts a fusion of a cosmopolitan perspective and a 
tribal perspective. However, by imposing tribal perspectives, she 
politicizes her writing which serves thus as a discourse for a 
demand for literary sovereignty. 
Silko works artistically to infuse indigenous perspectives 
into a Eurocentric form of writing resulting in the making of 
politically charged texts. Ceremony served as the first step in 
forwarding her indigenous perspectives and epistemologies and 
later on when the reader was prepared, she gave it a more free play 
in Storyteller. It is not surprising that the latter work was ignored to 
some extent but importantly, Silko did not comply with the 
colonizers norm, something that is testified by her insistence on 
keeping the design of the book as per her own liking, though the 
publisher made her sign a second contract for it, paying her a 
reduced amount (Silko 1992: 28). Later on she opened her own 
‗Flood Plain Press‘ to give herself a freedom of choice regarding 
the printing of her texts and the designs she wanted to have for 
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them. She published her autobiography Sacred Water at this 
printing press. This resilience to stick to indigenous principles and 
aesthetics is a characteristic of many native writers with Silko 
leading the way.  
  Silko‘s writing contributed immensely in re-ascertaining and 
revitalizing Native American culture and tradition. Her writing 
addresses the mainstream audience on certain assumptions of 
science and Christianity, besides posing intriguing questions to the 
mainstream discourse regarding the epistemological, cosmological 
and cognitive bases upon which it rests. The concept of time has 
been a recurring preoccupation with her. It colours Ceremony and 
assumes central importance in Almanac of the Dead. About 
Almanac of the Dead she writes: ―I did want to destroy this idea of 
1492. Because people are always saying, ‗well, we can‘t do 
anything about it. All that happened a long time ago. We weren‘t 
the ones that went to Fort Grant and massacred the Apache women 
and children. That was a long time back‘ ‖ [emphasis in the 
original] (Arnold 2000: 103). She read all the works of Freud 
before writing Almanac of the Dead as she tried to use the insights 
of recent scientific developments to make the mainstream reader 
understand the essence of Native beliefs and concepts (Arnold 
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2000: x). However, her interpretations take on a poetic form and 
she renders her beliefs and underlying scientific discourse in a 
narrative form. She says, ―[In] the Pueblo community…all 
information, scientific, technological, historical, religious, is put in 
narrative form, it is easier to remember that way‖ (Arnold 2000: 
147). 
Gerald Vizenor offers an insightful examination of 
Indianness in Fugitive Poses: Native American Indian Scenes of 
Absence and Presence (1998). He argues that Indianness has been 
subjected to overwhelming representations of white discourse that 
focus primarily upon depicting it as something mysterious, tragic, 
nostalgic, wise, and in the past tense; effectively constructing the 
absence rather than the presence of any distinct Native culture.  
White assumptions about Indianness propose the difficult and 
complex Native to disappear so that the constructed, controlled, 
and purely simulated Indian can conceal Indian people rather than 
reveal them. Vizenor calls for Indian people to turn to ―Native 
transmotion‖—a creative transforming force at the heart of Native 
world views—to overturn entrenched notions of the dominant 
culture. Besides, he also gives the concept of ―Survivance 
Hermeneutic‖, a hybrid term for survival and resistance 
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(Survivance) that is enacted and continually reenacted in the 
performance of meaning. Silko‘s stories enact the ‗simulation‘ of 
the Indian. Thereby her voice is heard and Indianness forged as a 
strategy for survival. Besides, Silko relates the survival of Indian 
identity to an inherent resilience, a resilience to hold onto tribal 
myths and perspectives despite a resulting inherent vagueness in 
the text. James Wright observation is a testimony as he remarks 
regarding Ceremony: ―In some strange way it seems inadequate to 
call it a great book, though it is surely that, or a perfect work of art, 
though it is one‖ (qtd. in Wiget 1996: 500). The ‗inadequacy‘ 
stems from the way Silko uses language and its narrative requires a 
shift away from responses conditioned by previous experiences of 
literature. Storyteller exhibits this character too and is more 
challenging as compared to Ceremony in the sense that it further 
breaks away from Eurocentric conventions. A seminal 
misunderstanding of Silko‘s identity discourse would be to 
approach it solely as resistance she offers to Eurocentric 
stereotyping of Indian identity. As it will be exemplified in the 
analysis of Ceremony and Storyteller, such an approach fails to 
comprehend the essence of these works. Silko persistently forces 
the readers to revisit and refashion his/ her approach in reading her 
text. Instead of merely resisting, although resistance being 
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indispensable, it goes beyond and ‗creates‘ new bases and new 
understandings independent of Eurocentric discourses that 
preceded Silko‘s works. It is by means of these creative strategies 
that Silko forges a distinct cultural identity. She attacks these 
binary divisions of the colonial enterprise which tend to reduce the 
Indian to an antithesis of the white.  
Although Native American writers came to prominence in 
the second half of the twentieth century, it would be a flawed 
assessment to approach Native American literature without tracing 
its vital essential continuity with its past. Most of the Native 
writers write with a strong desire to maintain this continuity. Both 
Ceremony and Storyteller reestablish this continuity through a 
fusion of rich oral tradition with that of writing. At the heart of this 
continuity lies a political aim and a demand of justice for the 
indigenous population; justice that has been denied to them in the 
long history of colonial rule and later by the ruling Eurocentric 
racist colonizer that survived and flourished upon the American 
soil.  
The present study has been divided into three chapters 
besides an Introduction and a Conclusion. The Introduction 
introduces Leslie Marmon Silko as a seminal Native American 
Introduction 
xx 
 
writer and by briefly tracing the history of Native Americans, it 
provides contextual information necessary to understand her work. 
It depicts Silko as a writer defying Euroamerican definitions and 
assumptions and hints at the strategies she uses which will be 
explored fully in the second and third chapter.  
The first chapter titled ―Finding a Voice: Emergence of 
Native American Literature‖ traces the emergence of Native 
American literature and explores the dynamics involved in its 
shaping in the presence of overwhelming colonial injustice and 
stereotyping. Tracing the fundamental processes and institutions 
that led to the ‗othering‘ of the Native Americans, the chapter also 
explores the inherent complications of identifying Native American 
literature as a homogenous body of writing. The chapter 
foregrounds the fact that Native American writing has succeeded in 
counteracting negative images and asserting its presence in strong 
terms. 
 The second chapter entitled ―Ceremony: Welding the Past 
and the Present‖ analyses Ceremony as a an attempt to put forth an 
accessible tribal-centered identity discourse that relies primarily 
upon cultural syncretism and the necessity for incorporating change 
as an element of sustenance for Native American Indians. The 
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novel exhibits a global appeal, owing to a cosmopolitan approach 
but also relies upon Laguna tribal insights and understandings. 
Consequently, an overlapping of indigenist and cosmopolitan 
perspectives takes place in it, enacted in multiple ways. 
Focusing upon Storyteller, the third chapter titled 
―Storyteller: Telling Laguna Stories‖ aims at exploring the 
essential storytelling technique that features in most of Silko‘s 
writing. Owing to the difficulty of placing Storyteller in a 
particular genre, it has been approached variously by various 
critics, with most of them insisting upon its organic unity. 
Accordingly, the present study too aims to approach Storyteller as 
a whole and analyse the individual stories as organically connected 
with each other and the surrounding texts and photographs. In 
almost all the stories, the intent to sustain and preserve Indian 
cultural legacies lies at the heart. Her recent memoir Turquoise 
Ledge serves the same purpose and in light of this recent work, the 
overall meaning and understanding of her autobiographical 
Storyteller has been further enhanced and enriched. Furthering 
upon Linda Krumholz‘s reading of Storyteller as a ritualistic 
initiation of the reader, this study explores the nuances of language 
used by Silko to offer alternatives to white stereotyping. 
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The Conclusion attempts to explain the importance of 
Silko‘s cultural insights in the current modernized, mechanized 
world. Moreover, it sums up Silko‘s achievement in putting forth 
an Indian identity discourse by freeing it from white American 
discursive confines. 
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Finding a Voice: Emergence of Native American 
Literature 
olumbus discovered America and ‗invented‘ the 
Indians. The European endeavour of defining Indians 
has ever since continued to be a predominant factor in 
the history of Native Americans. Looking for India in the first 
place, Columbus was also looking for an earthly Eden, ―the idea of 
a new land beyond and outside history‖ (Gray 2004: 1), a 
‗prototype‘ that had been created long before him in the European 
discourse. India signified the Far East and all of tropical south-
eastern Asia and the Spice Islands (Moffitt & Sebastian 1998: 16). 
Moreover, it represented a quest for the unknown, to be explored, 
conquered and defined. No sooner did the Europeans land upon the 
American continent, the prospect of dominating the newfound land 
dawned upon them. Initially it was to be done by means of 
‗civilizing‘ the ‗uncivilized‘. In many of his writings, Columbus 
reveals the prospects of converting the inhabitants of the newfound 
land to Christianity. Bataille quotes Columbus: ―I have observed 
that they soon repeat anything that is said to them, and I believe 
C 
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that they would easily be made Christians, for they appear to me to 
have no religion‖ (2001: 2). Conversion to Christianity was an 
important tool in the hands of the oppressor to tackle and tame the 
incomprehensible. Such was the prejudice against the Natives that 
Europeans believed that they have been deployed by the devil in 
the American continent so that the Christian faith could not touch 
them (Bataille 2001: 3). Churchill quotes Alexander Whitaker (b. 
1585) to the same effect: ―They [Indians] acknowledge that there is 
a great God, but they know him not, wherefore they serve the devil 
for fear, after a most base manner…‖ (1998: 4). Columbus believed 
that he had found an earthly paradise and he showed no 
consideration to the human race already inhabiting it and discarded 
them as savages devoid of any religion and culture. What 
Columbus sought was an Eden and when he did not find one, he 
went on to create one.  
Columbus was merely reiterating what had been created in 
the European discourse over a long period.  Europe believed in the 
presence of an Eden upon earth and for them it was to be sought in 
the Far East specifically in India (Moffitt & Sebastian 1998: 30). 
Columbus‘s friend and sympathetic biographer, Padre Bartolomé 
de Las Casas (b. 1484), included in his pioneering Historia de las 
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Indias composed between 1527 and 1560, Columbus‘s private 
journals, the Diario containing Columbus‘s intimate revelations 
written for presentation to the Spanish monarchs. Drawing from a 
resource of European scholarly debates about the location of Eden 
upon earth and its specific characteristics as portrayed in the Bible 
and expounded by Christian religious scholars, Columbus went on 
to follow the European assumptions and place his findings 
accordingly to formulate his opinions about his discoveries. Moffitt 
and Sebastian quote Columbus ―‗I am really looking for India,‘ 
and, furthermore, ‗In India I have found (just as I knew I would) 
the Earthly Paradise‘‖ (1998: 21). It, therefore, became necessary 
that the  ―…newly invented Native American inhabitants must be 
then somehow fitted into the pre-existent paradise picture of a soft 
primitivism typically adhering to the ancient idea of the Golden 
Age‖ (Moffitt & Sebastian 1998: 100). By equating the new land 
with ―el Paraíso terrestre‖ or ―the Earthly Paradise‖ (Moffitt & 
Sebastian 1998: 16) and characterizing the inhabitants as innocent 
and savage, Columbus nullified the history of about thirty thousand 
years of Native American past (Gray 2004: 3).  Recent studies in 
anthropology have proven that at the time of the first meeting 
between the Europeans and the Native American people, ―there 
were more than ten million Native Americans speaking more than 
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three hundred and fifty languages‖ (Gray 2004: 4).  However, these 
languages were not taken into consideration and were denied any 
value. All that the natives meant to the Europeans was an 
inconceivable ‗other‘. Moreover, ―they were not looking for 
‗otherness‘ but for a way of eliminating it ... Indians were placed in 
the familiar category of ‗barbarian,‘ implying inferiority, someone 
distinguished by a lack of ability to speak, someone who can only 
make animal-like noises...‖ (Swann 2004: xvi). Besides labelling 
the native languages as ‗barbarian‘ and the natives as savages ―de 
facto devoid of logos, or reason‖ (Swann 2004: xvi), Columbus 
and the other early Europeans saw comparison as a useful strategy 
to deal with America and the Americans. The new world was to be 
understood by discovering its likeness with that of the old. This 
was a process of familiarizing the unfamiliar by means of renaming 
and re-contextualizing the places to mark non-Indian possession of 
them. Columbus thus christened the inhabitants with a single 
collective descriptor, Indian. William Apess (1798–?), the most 
prolific nineteenth century Indian writer in the English language 
and the first Native American to write and publish his own 
autobiography A Son of the forest (1829), writes in it, ―I know 
nothing so trying to a child as to be repeatedly called by an 
improper name‖ (1992: 10). He saw the word ‗Indians‘ as ―a slur 
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upon an oppressed and scattered nation…a word imported for the 
special purpose of degrading us‖ (1992: 10). He outrightly rejects 
the use of the word ‗Indian‘ and suggests ―the proper term which 
ought to be applied to our nation, to distinguish it from the rest of 
the human family, is that of ‗Natives‘‖ (Apess 1992: 10).  
Regarding the use of this label Vizenor states, ―The Indian was an 
occidental invention that became a bankable simulation; the word 
has no referent in tribal language or cultures‖ (1999: 11). 
Europeans continued to fictionalize the indigenous population as a 
homogeneous ‗Indian‘ even though they encountered diverse, and 
sometimes divided, sets of people. With the advent of fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries colonizing countries increasingly began to 
perceive the indigenous population, not on their own terms but as 
counter-images of aspects of themselves.  The question of 
understanding the ‗other‘ had no prospect for the Europeans. The 
Natives were seen as culturally static and somehow outside history. 
The ‗Indian‘ was stereotyped in stories and travel narratives ―as a 
fierce, cannibalistic creature, and the woodcuts accompanying the 
stories portrayed the Indian as less than human — naked, violent, 
warlike, and, frequently, more animalistic than human‖ (Bataille 
2001: 2).  
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With Columbus acting as a pioneer, a process of 
transforming the ‗other‘ into a conceivable, dominated and 
possessed property was started. This process of transformation 
affected the Indian population severely. The import of 
manufactured items from Europe at the cost of exploitation of 
animal resources and the import of adulterated alcohol resulted in 
the Native population becoming ever more dependent, and at the 
same time losing connection with their land and culture. William 
Apess gives an account in his book A Son of the Forest of the 
abuse he had to face on account of his drunken grandparents and 
outrightly blames the whites for the same: 
At a certain time, when my grandmother had been out among the 
whites, with her baskets and brooms, and had fomented herself with 
the fiery waters of the earth, so that she had lost her reason and 
judgment and, in this fit of intoxication, raged most bitterly and in the 
meantime fell to beating me most cruelly; calling for whips, at the 
same time, of unnatural size, to beat me with… Thus I was beaten, 
until my poor little body was mangled and my little arm broken into 
three pieces, and in this horrible situation left for a while. And had it 
not been for an uncle of mine, who lived in the other part of the old 
hut, I think that she would have finished my days …. My sufferings 
certainly were through the white man's measure; for they most 
certainly brought spirituous liquors first among my people.  
(1829: 61) 
Moreover, non-Indian people brought to America epidemic disease 
against which the native people had no resistance. ―Recurrent 
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epidemics of smallpox, measles, pneumonia, scarlet fever, typhus, 
and, after 1840, cholera, alongside loss of livelihood and land 
coupled with the effects of alcohol were what principally reduced 
tribal populations, rather than military engagement‖ (Porter & 
Roemer 2005: 48). Owing to inexperience in matters relating to 
war and since the idea of national conquest, total victory or defeat, 
or the development and evolution of a sophisticated military 
technology, as it had developed in the European continent, was 
new to the American Native population, Europeans had the upper 
hand in the conquest of America. These factors, especially the 
exposure to disease, ―resulted in the diminishment by almost 85% 
of the aggregate Native American population during the contact 
period‖ (Dorris 1979: 149). Sovereignty of indigenous rights to 
indigenous lands was ignored by the application of a doctrine 
known as ‗discovery‘ devised for the special purpose of claiming 
the native land and avoiding of conflict between the European 
nations. The United States officially embraced the same doctrine in 
1823 Supreme Court case as justification of its legal claim to 
sovereignty over the Indian lands.  
Columbus maintained written records and send them back to 
Europe for preservation, and for further use by later immigrants. 
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Numerous immigrants that came to America actively participated 
in the process of ‗writing America‘ and ‗legalizing‘ the 
confiscation of Native American peoples‘ lands (Elliott 2010: 13). 
The advent of the Europeans to America coincided with the 
establishing of the printing press in the European Continent. Thus 
the written text was about to explode in Europe. With the rapid 
spread of the written text, the process of formation of a white 
American identity with the native indigenous population 
stereotyped as the ‗Other‘ became available to more and more 
immigrants. These stereotyped images were used to subjugate and 
dominate the native population. In this connection Moffitt and 
Sebastian remark: 
As we demonstrate, the complex process of an evolving iconographical 
invention of America, particularly as applied to its native inhabitants, 
was made possible largely due to two factors: the new technology of 
the printing press and old mythic contexts established in late medieval 
Europe.  
(1998: 8) 
The misrepresentation of Native Americans was later continued by 
other means like drama and movies. ―The Native American 
presence moved easily from the printed page and portrait to the 
stage to became a stock figure in drama, with the roles played by 
whites, anticipating what was to become standard practice in the 
movies‖ (Bataille 2001: 3). Natives were considered subhuman; 
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subjects to be erased and restructured into a new frame. ―In fact, 
the Indian in today's world consciousness is a product of literature, 
history, and art, and a product that, as an invention, often bears 
little resemblance to actual, living Native American people‖ 
(Owens 1994: 4).  
Most of the early European settlers and those promoting 
European settlement of America wrote narratives primarily to 
motivate people back in Europe to embark on a journey to America 
wherein the dream of creating an Eden could be realized. Edward 
Williams (b. 1650), one such early immigrant called America a 
―‗Virgin Countrey‘ sealed in its aboriginal state‖ (Gray 2004: 26). 
The idea of America as ‗virgin land‘ became popular in the 
European discourse and was used as an enticing bait for people to 
come to America and realize the project of creating ―a new 
England in which would be recovered the lost virtues of the old‖ 
(Gray 2004: 29).  An important person who figured prominently in 
the array of these early explorers was Captain John Smith (1580-
1681), who used writing to promote the influx of European 
immigrants. Soon after his first contact with the natives, he wrote 
books and proclaimed that his was a more authentic and reliable 
approach to the project of colonization. He proudly asserted at the 
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beginning of The Generall Historie: ―I am no Compiler by hearsay, 
but have been a real Actor‖ (qtd. in Gray 2004: 29), implicating 
that he could speak with authority about the New World. Even 
though his books went on to assume the status of  ‗authentic‘ 
historical documents for the Europeans about American Indian 
history, these texts were primarily endeavours undertaken with the 
goal of colonizing the Natives and were based more upon fiction 
than fact. Smith is remembered for his role in establishing the first 
permanent English settlement in North America at Jamestown, 
Virginia. Most notable textual creation of Smith is The Generall 
Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles (1624).  
His primary purpose in writing this book was to eternalize ―the 
memory of those that effected the settlement of Virginia‖ (Lemay 
1991: 26). Similarly, Alexander Whitaker (b. 1585), in his 
sermons, which were sent to Europe, portrayed the Indians as 
―slaves of the devil‖ (qtd. In Churchill 1998: 4) to help him win 
support for the establishment of new colonies in North America. 
His most famous book of sermons Good Newes from Virginia 
(1613) was of considerable influence in the stereotyping of the 
Indians. Stereotyping of natives as savages was also achieved by 
the so-called ‗Captivity Narratives‘. Such narratives often focused 
upon the portrayal of inhuman treatment meted out by the Native 
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men to white captives as well as to their own womenfolk and 
children (Churchill 1998: 5). 
An important aspect of white stereotyping of the Indians was 
that they had no language refined enough to express anything that 
would pass as literature. Columbus‘s  prejudiced understanding 
made him believe that the indigenous people he encountered had 
no conceptual language and ―in 1492 he planned to carry off to 
Spain six of them ‗that they may learn to speak‘‖ (Swann 2004: 
xvi). In fact, white people doubted that the Indians were humans 
with reason and morals. Brian Swann states, ― It was not until well 
into the nineteenth century that the languages and literature of the 
Americas began to be taken seriously by the conquerors, and not 
until this century that their complexity and richness began to be 
fully realized‖ (Swann 1992: xii-xiv). Now it is believed that 
Native Americans arrived from Asia around 30000 BC and were 
able to survive and flourish relying upon their specific adaptation 
to the American geography. ―They brought with them a 
metaphysical understanding, sprung from dreams and visions and 
articulated in myth and song, which complemented their scientific 
and historical knowledge of the lives of animals and of men‖ 
(Wiget 1985: 1). Developing a compact and comprehensive 
understanding, which they shaped in variety of languages, they had 
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created oral literatures of power and beauty. Oral literatures formed 
the backbone of the native people‘s transmission and survival of 
their tradition and history. It was by means of oral literatures that 
they were able to place their metaphysical beliefs into a coherent 
whole. McClinton and Velie state regarding the Native American 
oral literatures of the past: ―The principal genres of traditional 
literature were songs, the equivalent of European lyric poems, 
which were often put to music before 1700, and tales, which were 
very similar to European short narratives‖ (2007: vi). It was only 
recently that scholastic world finally came to admit that the history 
of American literature did not start when Columbus ‗discovered‘ 
America but long before that; that the origins of it go back to the 
oral literatures of the indigenous people of North America. 
Although the Indian oral literatures have undergone birth and 
rebirth numerous times on the American continent, but even then 
they still serve as the basis of Native American heritage and the 
starting point of contemporary Native American literatures:  
Categorized into four porous genre groupings: ritual dramas, including 
chants, ceremonies, and rituals themselves; songs, narratives, and 
oratory, these sacred and non-sacred storied expressions of language 
articulate, amongst many other things, Indian understandings of the 
fundamental truths of creation and the origins of human beings and 
their relationship to the universe.  
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 42) 
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Dorris adds regarding the importance of oral tradition: ―The oral-
literary tradition is a cornerstone of every tribal society. It is the 
vehicle through which wisdom is passed from one generation to the 
next and by which sense is made of a confusing world‖ (1979: 156-
157).  
However, the European mind valued written text as against 
oral performances. The advent of Columbus to America was 
coincidentally the age of the book for the Europeans. Literature in 
Europe had long back progressed from its oral origins to written 
form. A narrow-minded perception of what might pass as literature 
had made its footing in the white man‘s aesthetic assessment. 
However, as Wiget suggests, such an assessment is against some 
basic principles upon which literature rests: 
[U]pon reflection it quickly becomes clear that the more critically 
useful as well as the more frequently employed sense of the term 
[literature] concerns the artfulness of the verbal creation, not its mode 
of presentation. Ultimately literature is aesthetically valued, regardless 
of language, culture or mode of presentation, because some significant 
verbal achievement results from the struggle in words between 
tradition and talent.  
(1985: 1) 
For the white man, writing was an endeavour that enabled him to 
create and carry the idea of America forward into the twentieth 
century. People unable to write their identity, history and resistance 
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were written off. Harlow suggests that the lack of contribution 
from the Indian population was also a factor in their oppression:  
To be sure, the Indians contributed something, but surprisingly little, to 
American history.... Indian contributions to American history have 
been so slight that one is justified in suggesting that they might be 
omitted entirely without appreciably altering the main trend of 
development ... .  
(1985: 1-2)  
 Later on, indigenous writers came forward and ‗wrote back‘ 
against the stereotyping of the Indians in mainstream literature and 
media. The writing tradition thus evolved did not break away 
completely from the cultural and metaphysical roots but retained 
elements from it, which in turn became the characteristic feature of 
Native American literature.  ―An interdependent and intertextual 
relationship has developed between oral traditions and the written 
word, which fosters a wide range of expressive arts and 
applications in contemporary indigenous communities‖ (Lauter 
2010: 125). Oral tradition thus continues to influence and modify  
Native American written literature. Regarding the importance and 
continued influence of the oral literatures, Porter states: 
Indian oral traditions are not fragile: in spite of tremendous adversity 
they survive and continue to grow, reflecting change and diversity 
within the cultures that produce them and those cultures‘ relationships 
over time both with other Indians and non-Indians.  
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 42)  
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However, understanding the differences between the two traditions 
becomes important for a proper understanding of Native American 
literature (Wiget 1985: 1-2). Most of the Indian writers demand 
from non-Native readers that they learn something about the 
mythology and literary (oral) history of Native Americans in order 
to properly understand its literature as it has unfolded in its written 
form. Louis Owens explains that as we feel the importance of 
knowing Greek and Roman mythology and literary history of the 
western culture in order to understand T S Eliot and Ezra Pound or 
as we fail to understand European ancient narratives properly 
without some background of Beowulf and The Tale of Genji, so 
does the Native American writer demand from us a knowledge of 
its mythology and oral literature of the past (1994: 29). Besides, 
scholars like Womack, Warrior and Swisher believe that 
mainstream theories are incapable of a proper interpretation of 
Native literature. In comparison Krupat, Johnson and Champagne 
propose that applying other theories and using ‗master‘s tools‘ 
might be beneficial to Native American Studies. 
Written literature, however, was not produced by the Indians 
until after the creation of the US. Writers started to emerge and 
gain acceptability only after there was a considerable shift in the 
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outlook of the mainstream American mind towards minority and 
ethnic writers. This shift was not sudden for it took centuries for 
the white mind to change. Ever since Native writers emerged on 
the scene of a written literary tradition, they have had to confront 
challenges and difficulties on various fronts. A defining factor in 
the shaping of Native American literature has been their resistance 
to western ideological and psychological onslaughts on the Indian 
culture and tradition. This resistance focused on forging an identity 
by breaking the four famous stereotypical myths about the Indians, 
the Indian as ‗uncivilized‘, ‗barbarian‘, ‗noble savage‘ and 
‗vanishing‘. The promise of civilizing the uncivilized was used 
banefully to justify abuse against Indian land and peoples, acts 
conducted against the Indians ostensibly ―for their own good‖ since 
these were deemed likely to bring the Indians closer to a 
―civilized‖ ideal (Porter & Roemer 2005: 46). 
The Natives had already suffered heavy losses of land and 
life before the creation of the United States. With its creation in 
1776, Native population had to suffer further setbacks, primarily 
due to the white man‘s unquenchable lust for land and desire to 
dominate the Native population. The new government started 
applying the same principles as already formulated by the British 
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towards the native population which included the idea of relocating 
them in reservation areas and signing treaties with them, thus 
denying them freedom and a sense of belonging. Owing to a 
predominantly pro-British attitude of the natives in the American 
war of Independence, the native population was thought as a 
defeated one. Moreover, the principles of equality laid down in the 
Declaration of Independence were undermined by the treatment of 
blacks and natives and the continuity of slavery in America. The 
principles formulated proved to be a manipulation of figurative 
written text, both for minorities as well as women: 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 
(Declaration of Independence, online) 
 Demands of equality and justice raised by the indigenous people 
and the Blacks were silenced. In fact, Native people were defined 
in the ‗Declaration of Independence‘ as ―merciless Indian savages, 
whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of 
all ages, sexes, and conditions‖ (qtd. In King 2006: xii). Joy porter 
quoting William Apess says: ―[T]he Revolution which enshrined 
republican principles in the American commonwealth, also 
excluded African Americans and Native Americans from their 
reach‖ and ―Indian absence, either through death or the cultural 
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death of complete assimilation was deemed necessary to the future 
of new republic‖ (2005: 50).  Based upon the immediate need felt 
to melt the Indian identity into a white ideal, appeals were made 
towards a rewriting of the history of the indigenous population. 
During the period of 1801 to 1829, President Jefferson applied the 
policy of removing Indians from their homelands by means of 
purchasing their lands, a process described by Anthony F C 
Wallace as ―Ethnic Cleansing‖ (Porter & Roemer 2005: 50). US 
victory against the British in the war of 1812 turned out to be 
another blow to the Indians who were forced to relocate after the 
war using treaties. The Indians were forced farther west into new 
territories beyond Missouri and Arkansas (Wiget 1985: 45). In 
1830, the Indian removal bill was passed which legitimized the 
federal appropriation of the Indian land east of Mississippi. The 
Indians were exiled to the trans-Mississippi West, mostly to the 
Indian territory, now Oklahoma (Rowe 2010: 173). Under the 
pretence of ―saving the Indians from the onslaught of white 
settlers‖ (Wiget 1985: 45), President Jackson and his supporters 
were trying to realize the idea of Manifest Destiny of the new 
nation to expand to the Pacific. Despite having assimilated to 
nineteenth-century American ways, tribes like the Cherokes, 
Chicksaws, Creeks, Choctaws and Seminoles were forced to 
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relocate. Devastating winter marches further reduced the Indian 
population.  ―The Cherokee‘s corpse-strewn forced winter 
migration, the ‗Trail of Tears,‘ goaded by both the Georgia militia 
and federal troops, reduced the tribal population by 25 percent‖ 
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 51). Jackson‘s policies towards Indians 
were greatly prejudiced as he refused to give any consideration to 
the status provided to them as per the Supreme Court ruling of 
1831 wherein they were deemed ―‗domestic dependent nations‘ 
with a unique government-to-government relationship to the 
United States, resembling that of a ward to a guardian‖ (Porter & 
Roemer 2005: 51). In fact, ever since its creation, the United States 
used treaties to manipulate the Indians in order to gain control over 
their land without necessarily having to go to war. Treaties were 
made and broken at will as per the need to meet the pressure for 
new land for non-Indian settlement. The federal government 
abandoned signing of the treaties when the United States felt 
confident enough to dictate terms to the Indian tribes. ―The US 
completed its continental spread through treaties with Britain 
in1846, Mexico in 1848, and with the Gadsden Purchase of 1853‖ 
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 51). Aftermaths of the Civil War included 
further removal and reduction of the Indian territories. Sand Creek, 
Colorado witnessed the massacre of two hundred Cheyennes, 
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mostly the elderly, women and children by the US troops.  
Throughout the west, most of the tribes were forced into 
reservations. ―The  surrender of Goyahkla, also known as 
Geromino, on behalf of his western Chiricahua Apache band in 
1886 marked the end of Indian military power in the nineteenth 
century‖ (Porter & Roemer  2005: 52). After the demolition of the 
military threat from the Indians, United States started the process 
of attacking Indian tribalism and Indian values. The purpose was to 
assimilate them into the American way of life. After the Civil War, 
President Ulysses S. Grant adopted a ‗Peace Policy‘ mostly aimed 
at converting the Indians to Christian way of life (Wiget 1985: 46). 
The main thrust in the assimilation period was upon the education 
of the Indians especially the younger generation. Education was 
aimed at the annihilation of Indian culture by means of a brutal 
education program implemented within Indian boarding and day 
schools. ―The ‗boarding school experience‘ from 1875 to 1928 
was, as David Adams has called it, an ‗education for extinction‘‖ 
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 52). Formal education was provided to 
Indian children in pseudomilitary boarding school regimen where 
removal from the influence of resistive parents was thought 
desirable. This type of education was dominated by the thinking of 
an army captain, Richard H Pratt, whose motto was ‗Kill the Indian 
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and save the man‘ (Rowe 2010: 182). Education thus served the 
purpose of not only distancing Indians from their cultural roots, but 
also of curtailing any kind of resistance from the Indians to an 
ideological and psychological onslaught. Indigenous languages 
were dealt a severe blow. ―Students at these schools were 
forbidden, often under corporal punishment, from retaining such 
cultural elements as language, religion, and dress, as the schools 
attempted to ‗civilize‘ them...‖ (Rowe 2010: 182). The Indians 
educated in these schools were made to think that in order to be 
assimilated into the mainstream American culture, they had to shun 
their Indian ways and comply with white norms. It was believed 
that full incorporation into mainstream American culture would 
compensate the Indians for the loss of land. Besides focusing upon 
education, legislative measures like the passing of Dawes Act in 
1887 were used to assimilate the Indians into the mainstream 
culture. It was meant to do away with the reservation system and 
break up of tribal ownership of land. It was thought of as an 
important step towards assimilating the Indians by means of 
conferring citizenship to them. However, its overall effect was that 
the indigenous people further lost their land base to white 
encroachment. About two-thirds of the Indian land base was 
assimilated into non-Indian ownership. Andrew Wiget writes: 
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When the first European set foot in the Western Hemisphere, Native 
Americans held almost 3 billion acres of land. When the Dawes Act 
was passed in 1887, treaties and usurpations had reduced that holding 
to only 150 million acres. And when it was finally repealed in 1934, 
Indians were left with only 48 million acres, or 1.5 percent of their 
original land.  
(1985: 48) 
In response to the valor and patriotism of the Indians during World 
War I, the Indian Americans were universally conferred citizenship 
of the US in 1924. But the effects of this were not along the 
expected lines of a great many optimistic nationalists. The Indians 
desired to revitalise the traditional modes of economic, social, and 
religious life, as had been before the onslaught of western ideology. 
James Mooney‘s book The Ghost Dance Religion and the Sioux 
Outbreak of 1890 (1896), revealed the intensity of desire in the 
Indians to reunite with the lost loved ones and for the 
disappearance of the white man and return of the old ways. The 
Sioux ghost dance of 1890 was an indication of this desire as it was 
performed with a belief that it would lead to the removal of the 
whites from America. The US responded with a massacre at 
Wounded Knee Creek, northeast of Pine Ridge Agency as the US 
cavalry gunned down hundred and fifty Indians including women 
and children; another hundred or more died escaping into the snow. 
This massacre signifies the violent means used by the US to curb 
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the Indian desire for return and reunion with their cultural past. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, the Indians had suffered 
immense losses from the white colonizers at all fronts. In 1881, 
Helen Hunt Jackson, a non-Indian novelist and poet, stirred public 
outrage over the US government's mistreatment of Native 
Americans by outrightly criticizing the unjust treatment of the 
Indians by the US. The injustices committed against the Native 
Americans made her term the nineteenth century as America‘s 
‗Century of Dishonor‘.  
Along with the loss of land, Native people faced onslaughts 
on their culture and identity. Regarding the white manipulation of 
the Indian identity, Bataille states: 
Native Americans have been mythologized by anthropologists and 
ethnographers, by tourists and the tourist industry, and through art and 
literature. Both the popular media and scholars have participated in 
creating the ‗‗Indian that never was.‘‘ Indian images reflected the 
creators of those images more than the people themselves … .  
(2001: 4)  
Written literature was used to justify the inhuman attitude of the 
white man towards the native population. Since one of the 
Christian commandments prohibits killing of humans, literature 
was used to dehumanize the Indians in order to justify their 
extermination. Ward Churchill finds intimate links between 
American literature and the process of colonization. He states that 
Chapter I 
24 
 
the ―treatment of the American Indian in the arena of American 
literature must be seen as part and parcel of the Angloamerican 
conquest of the North American continent‖ (1998: 9). Fiction 
writers in Europe created imaginary Indians based upon a distorted 
perception of the Indian people. In France Chateaubriand (1768-
1848) created fictional Indians, and in Germany Karl May (1842-
1912) created Winnetou, a fictional Apache chief. Karl May wrote 
a series of novels based on such fictional characters like the Old 
Shatterhead and his sidekick Winnetou. The Native was 
represented as ‗The Noble Savage‘ and this image was perpetuated 
by writers, artists, missionaries, explorers and continues till date. In 
most of the descriptions, America was portrayed as a Native 
American woman in an Eden-like setting welcoming the European 
immigrant or, conversely, as an Indian who was a hostile enemy, 
savage and uncivilized. The story of Pocahontas gained much 
circulation, as it represented native women loyal to the white 
explorers who had invaded her tribal land (Bataille 2010: 2).  
Artists like John White,  George Catlin, Alfred Jacob Miller, and 
Frederick Remington were fascinated by the Native Americans and 
portrayed them in a variety of, often opposing, roles ranging from 
their portrayal as domestics to their characterization as regal 
(Bataille 2010: 3). Most of the times in these distorted versions, the 
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Indian cultures and the Indian people were portrayed as a dying 
race and it was emphasized that records had to be maintained and 
preserved for historical purpose. Bataille mentions that ―Dime 
novels and movies have defined Native Americans as ‗discovered‘ 
by Columbus, ‗lurking in the wilderness,‘ ‗attacking wagon trains,‘ 
‗scalping pioneers,‘ ‗savages‘ who hindered progress, and, usually, 
groups who would ‗vanish‘ along with the buffalo.‖ Quoting Vine 
Deloria, he writes that ―historically African Americans were 
viewed as domestic animals whereas Native Americans have 
always been viewed as wild animals, providing justification for 
their extinction‖ (2010: 5). In the late nineteenth century the 
tradition of dime novels and books cashed on these images of 
Native Americans and used ―titles such as The Death of Jane 
McCrea and The Murder of Lucinda, tales that warned readers of 
menacing Indian males who would attack white women‖ (Bataille 
2010: 3). Another French novelist Michel René Hilliard 
d'Auberteuil (1751-1785) published Miss McCrea: A Novel of the 
American Revolution (1784), also based upon the murder of Miss 
McCrea in 1777. McCrea‘s story was highly fictionalized in many 
artistic forms including writing and painting. Her story was used to 
promote the idea of white male supremacy and to portray the 
natives as horrifyingly dangerous (Harris 2005: 88).  
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Early nonfiction writers provided the grounds for the later 
tradition of fiction writers to follow and promote the stereotyping 
of the Indians. Literature produced after the creation of the United 
States held on to the image of the Indian that had been created by 
the colonizing forces and propagated it further rather than changing 
it. The basic instinct of white fiction writer was to justify the 
holocaust of the Indian population, terming it necessary for the new 
nation‘s progress. Charles Brockden Brown‘s Edgar Huntly (1799) 
was the first in the construction of this image. It was aimed at 
portraying the tension in the white American mind towards 
horrifying brutal killing of the Indians. Brown was trying to justify 
the white American character as ―compelled by ‗cruel lenity‘ to 
perform and to witness acts of horrifying brutality…Edgar Huntly 
encompasses the dire ambivalence of the American constitution‖ 
(Bergland 2000: 56) He was closely followed by Washington 
Irving who tried to ―contain the madness‖ (Bergland 2000: 56) as it 
figured in the depiction of white American character by Brown in 
Edgar Huntly. He aimed at unifying the American subject and to 
construct a national literature. In order to do this he felt the need to 
first cure the ―diseased state of public mind‖ (Bergland 2000: 56) 
for which he turned back to ―the ghostly figure of the Native 
American‖ (Bergland 2000: 56) in his essays ―Traits of Indian 
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Character‖ and ―Philip of Pokanoket‖ published in Analectic 
Magazine in 1813. He focuses generally on the role of Native 
Americans in American literature. Both the essays were later on 
compiled side by side in The Sketchbook of Sir Geoffrey Crayon 
(1819). These sketches were intended to act as a ―…call for 
Americans to take advantage of Native American sources and 
themes to differentiate Anglo-American writing from English‖ 
(Bergland 2000: 57). As against Brown‘s American Gothic, Irving 
proposed a new American romanticism which also relied on 
presenting Native Americans as ghosts and assumed the 
inevitability of the disappearance of the Indian. In The Sketchbook 
Irving‘s technique is one of displacement of the phantasmal 
Natives by civilized and controlled beings (Bergland 2000: 57). 
These phantom images of the Native continued to be reinforced in 
American literature reiterating the need for their vanishing. Fiction 
writers in the US were writing with the purpose of creating new 
foundations of their nation upon the graves of the indigenous 
peoples. Samuel Woodworth‘s novel The Champions of Freedom, 
or, The Mysterious Chief (1818) ―…enacts a displacement that was 
surely inspired by Irving…‖ (Bergland 2000: 58), a displacement 
of the Indian ghost by the figure of the father of the new nation, 
implying that the new nation bases itself on the image of the 
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natives as dead and displaced. James Fenimore Cooper went on to 
firmly establish the Native American stereotypes in his cumulative 
novels including The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans 
(1826), The Deerslayer (1841), The Prairie (1827) and The 
Pathfinder (1840). Cooper was not alone in this enterprise, many 
contemporary writers were writing in the same vein. 
Chateaubriand‘s Atala (1801), William Gilmore Simms‘ The 
Yemassee (1835) and Guy Rivers (1834), Mayne Reid‘s The Scalp 
Hunters (1851) and Desert Home (1852) were all based upon the 
distorted image of the Indians contained within the white American 
historical and fictional discourse of the past. The construction of 
the Indian, ghosts haunting the fiction of the time was influenced 
by the recent historical and political events relating to the white 
expansion on the American continent. ―Because white America 
displaces, disposes, and even attempts to destroy Indian America, 
the texts must construct America as a nation haunted by Indian 
ghosts‖ (Bergland 2000: 59-60). Thus, the above mentioned writers 
could ―lay claim to the ‗authenticity‘ of a firm grounding in the 
‗historical record‘.‖ It was an attempt to fulfil a literary ―Manifest 
Destiny‖ (Churchill 1998: 7).  
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Native population resisted this stereotyping by means of a 
counter discourse. Using conventional language and commonly 
accepted forms to voice their resistance, the Indian people, over the 
years adapted to the ways of the colonizer and used the master‘s 
tools to counter him. Appreciating the efforts of the Indian writers 
Vizenor remarks that, ―[t]he warriors [Indian writers] bear the 
simulations of their time and counter the manifest manners of 
domination‖ (1999: 4). Similarly, many scholars, like Simon Ortiz 
and Joy Porter, agree that literature produced by the natives has 
played an important part in resisting white hegemony and has 
emerged as a source of Indian power and strength. It is through 
literature that Native Americans proclaimed their sovereignty and 
asserted their cultural identity by choosing to tell one story over 
another and by choosing one form of telling it over a different one 
(Krupat 2002: 6). However, it took some time for the Native 
population to produce literature in the written form. Written Native 
American literature started to emerge with the conquest of the 
Indian lands and subsequent education of Native children in white-
run schools (Ruoff 1996: 145). Initially much of the Native writing 
in English surfaced in the form of nonfiction works. Native writers 
published protest literature, autobiographies, and ethnohistories in 
response to curtailment of Native Americans‘ rights and attempts 
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of the white people to remove the Indians from their lands. Many 
of the writers submitted to the conventions of the dominant white 
culture and mostly reflected its tastes and aesthetic principles. 
Some of these writers conformed to the idea of manifest destiny of 
the white race but sought to place their communities on equal 
footing in this enterprise (Gray 2004: 152-154). However, in many 
cases this conformity led to disillusionment as in the case of Elias 
Boudinot (1802-39) whose efforts at the assimilation of his 
Cheroke Nation were shattered by white policies. Many of the 
early Native writers usually appealed to the Christian principles of 
equality and justice seemingly embraced by the whites. The first 
person to emerge as the first Native American writer in English is 
Samson Occum (1732-92). Occum rose to prominence primarily as 
a religious writer. One of his religious addresses ―went through at 
least nineteen editions, becoming something of a bestseller‖ (Wiget 
1985: 49). Another writer who followed Occum but was much 
more influential than him was William Apess, a Pequot. He was 
more of a political figure and resistance against white policies 
predominantly figured in many of his writings. He wrote many 
books, including the first Native American autobiography, named 
A Son of the Forest (1829). This was followed by The Experiences 
of Five Christian Indians of the Pecquoid Tribe (1833), and two 
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historical works, Indian Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws 
of the Massachusetts, Relative to the Marshpee [Mashpee] tribe 
(1835), and Eulogy on King Philip (1836). These books are an 
open criticism of the white attitude characterised by hypocrisy and 
brutality towards the Indians (Gray 2004: 154). Apess‘ writing was 
influenced by the Indian Removal Policy of 1830s and, besides 
Elias Boudinot and others, he became the most effective protest 
writer of the time. Native writers wrote autobiographies to inform 
their readers about Indian life and history. However, there were 
primarily two kinds of autobiographies: those written by literate 
Native Americans and those customarily called ‗as-told-to‘ 
autobiographies (Wiget 1985: 50). Prominent in the latter category 
was the biography of the Sauk leader, Black Hawk written by John 
Patterson in 1833. The language used by the writer was 
―suspiciously latinate‖ (Wiget 1985: 52). In comparison to this 
type of autobiography, Apess‘ autobiography is entirely the 
product of his own mind. This enabled him to ―establish a pattern 
of personal history in which Christianity and education cooperated 
to free the Indian from his tribal past‖ (Wiget 1985: 51). However, 
this transition of the narrative to a written form did displace the 
Native Indian from the culture of his ancestry. The tradition of 
writing autobiographies was sustained through the remainder of the 
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nineteenth century. Among the important writers that went on to 
write autobiographies was George Copway who published his 
autobiography, The Life History and Travels of Kah-Ge-Ga-Bowh 
(1847). This book became more popular than Apess‘ work and 
encouraged the author in his new career as a writer and lecturer in 
Indian matters (Gray 2004: 155). Besides him, George Bird 
Grinnell recorded as-told-to autobiographies among the Cheyennes 
during the early reservation period. However, Native American 
autobiography was to receive immense popularity in the beginning 
of the twentieth century at the hands of Charles Eastman (1858-
1939), whose contributions coincided with a renewed interest in 
autobiography writing that was brought about by the developments 
in modern anthropology.  
The first work of Native American fiction was a sketch 
published in pamphlet form in 1823 titled Poor Sarah, or Religion 
Exemplified in the Life and Death of an Indian Woman. Its 
authorship is attributed to Elias Boudinot, a Cherokee who later on 
became the founding editor of the first Native newspaper, 
Cherokee Phoenix (Wiget 1985: 63). The first novel by a Native 
American was John Rollin Ridge‘s Life and Adventure of Joaquin 
Murieta (1854). Although the novel did not focus upon the Indians, 
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however it dealt with the oppression faced by a Native Indian from 
the whites and the ensuing process of revenge-seeking by the 
protagonist characterised as noble, gentle and intelligent (Wiget 
1996: 148). Ridge also wrote poetry, but in both forms of literary 
art, a shaping influence of white culture and literary conventions is 
evident. His poetry, in particular, did celebrate the prevailing white 
American beliefs at the time—notably Progress and Manifest 
Destiny (Gray 2004: 153). Besides Ridge, Jane Jonston Schoolcraft 
(Ojibwa) also published poems. Some of her poems appeared in 
The Literary Voyager or Muzzeniegun, a literary magazine founded 
by her husband in 1826. However, the poetry produced by the 
Native Americans in the nineteenth century had strong 
undercurrents of romanticism (Wiget 1996: 148). The only novel 
published by an Indian woman in the nineteenth century is 
Wynema: A Child of the Forest (1891) by S Alice Callahan. It is 
primarily a sentimental romance and besides portraying issues 
relating to women‘s rights and suffrage, ―it gave an impassioned 
account of the events that led to the murder of Sitting Bull and the 
massacre at Wounded Knee‖ (Wiget 1996: 148). 
As stated earlier, up to the twentieth century the influence of 
white literary conventions was conspicuously visible in Native 
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American writing. Most of the writers were writing for English 
knowing readers in general and the white reader in particular. The 
indigenous population of America had not as yet adopted English 
language. Even worse was the social and political condition of the 
Native population; by the end of the nineteenth century their 
condition was abysmal with their population declining and their 
land dwindling. Porter states, ―In many ways, the 1890s marked the 
darkest point before the beginnings of an Indian dawn within the 
United States‖ (Porter & Roemer 2005: 54).  
Since the beginning of the twentieth century, many 
important political, social and cultural changes took place with 
respect to Native People‘s socio-economic and political status in 
America. These changes had a direct bearing upon Native 
American literature and Native American perspectives.  These 
years witnessed marked influence of socio-political events upon 
Native American identity and Native writers emerged as a strong 
voice primarily engaged with the issues of identity and 
assimilation. Wiget suggests that Native Americans who went to 
pursue higher education often found themselves ―in position of 
leadership in Indian affairs where not a few saw the advantage of 
dramatising Indian issues through fiction‖ (Wiget 1985: 64). 
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Consequently, Native American writing emerged from many 
constraining influences to make an impact. The United States 
indulged in two world wars besides the Vietnam war and the Gulf 
war, and the participation of Native Americans in these wars had a 
great influence upon the outlook of white community towards 
them. However, the participation of Native Americans in massive 
bloodshed resulted in psychological disturbances for them because 
most of the Native American peoples believe in harmony and 
sacredness of life in whatever form it exists. Native writers posed 
questions in light of the defragmentation that had started to creep in 
the Indian psyche due to a distancing from the indigenous 
worldviews and compliance to the white perspectives. Much of this 
distancing was a direct consequence of increased exposure to 
education in white run schools and relocation of the Indian 
population. Wiget writes: 
Many of their [Native peoples‘] children were shipped off to boarding 
schools in such places as Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and Riverside, 
California, where they were separated from their families for years, 
given new Anglo-European names, and forbidden to speak their Native 
languages or practice their tribal customs and religions.  
(1996: 148-149) 
Initially in the twentieth century a cumulative shift of Native 
population from indigenousness to assimilation within the 
American melting pot was witnessed, but ―[b]y the mid-1920s the 
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ideal of America as a ‗melting pot‘ had lost currency‖ (Porter & 
Roemer 2005: 55). A dialectical shift took place in the white 
American as well as the Indian outlook to the effect that 
indigenousness and cultural pluralism started to be valued more 
than the atomized, hollow American life. ―Reformers such as John 
Collier idealized Indian culture... for the very qualities non-Indians 
had once decided marked Indians out as inferior‖ (Porter & 
Roemer  2005: 55). However, by late 1940s, following almost three 
centuries of colonial injustice and land confiscation, besides 
reducing  the Natives to reservation confinement, the US 
government established an Indian policy called Termination Policy. 
It was intended to demolish, finally, everything that was Indian 
about the Indians. Porter says: 
 Between 1952 and 1962, sixty-one tribes, groups, bands, and 
communities were stripped of federal services and protection. They 
lost health and education services and became liable for tax on their 
lands. ...Overall, Termination was negative for Indian tribes: it 
poisoned Indian/non-Indian relations and it placed all Indian groups in 
a double bind.  
(Porter & Roemer 2005: 57) 
The policy included some positives for the Native population as 
well which included the relocation of the Natives.  ―Indians had 
been urbanizing for half a century, but the specific relocation 
programs of the 1950s allowed them to settle in big cities like Los 
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Angeles and Chicago‖ (Porter & Roemer  2005: 57). Exposure to 
life in big cities accelerated the process of change. Eventually 
demand for self-determination supplanted the termination which 
ceased formally in the late 1970s.  
The twentieth century witnessed considerable success for the 
Native American writers who were able to match the literature 
produced by the white American writers and were able to express 
in printed form rich oral narratives. As stated earlier, 
autobiographies written by Natives Americans received renewed 
interest in the beginning of the twentieth century, especially those 
written by Charles Eastman. In his books, Eastman reflected the 
Native People‘s ambivalence towards the two cultures that had 
come to divide the consciousness of the Indian children influenced 
by reservation life and education in white run schools. His two 
books, Indian Boyhood (1902) and The Soul of the Indian (1911) 
serve as preliminary volumes of his autobiography (Wiget 1985: 
54). From the Deep Woods to Civilization (1916) is a more 
conventional autobiography. In his newly invented format, 
Eastman combined both autobiography and commentary, which 
was imitated by other Native writers like Francis La Flesche 
(Omaha), Standing Bear (Sioux), Zitkala Sa (Gertrude Bonnin) 
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(Sioux). Later N Scott Momaday (Kiowa) made another unique 
contribution by producing an autobiography within which the 
authorial memory incorporates legendary as well as historical 
events, personal as well as cultural matter to create a complex 
vision of a personal journey of identity (Wiget 1985: 122). Besides 
these, one of the important autobiography of this time is Talking to 
the Moon (1945) by John Joseph Mathews (Osage). Many Indian 
writers were able to gain acclaim at different fronts, which 
included writers like John Milton Oskison (1874) whose short story 
―Only the Master Shall Praise‖ (1900) won Century magazine‘s 
short-story competition. Despite his popularity, Osage was more 
widely known as a writer of frontier romance. His writing did not 
show much interest in Indian life but celebrated the white man‘s 
ideals and codes. Wiget states that during the early twentieth 
century there was a marked increase in the number of Native 
writers writing ―versions of tribal stories as well as studies of 
American Indian anthropology, ethnohistory, contemporary issues, 
and philosophy...‖ (1996: 150). Among these, the most prominent 
Indian ethnohistorian was D‘Arcy McNickle (Cree/Flathead). He 
added an Indian perspective to Native American history by his 
seminal contributions in the form of two books, They Came Here 
First (1949) and The Indian Tribes of the United States (1962). 
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Besides McNickle, John Joseph Mathews (1894) wrote The Osages 
(1961) in which he uses oral tradition to create a fascinating history 
of his people. Many other Native writers like Thomas Wildcat 
Alford (1860), Lois Marie Hunter (1903), also made important 
contributions to Native American history with respect to their 
particular tribes (Wiget 1996: 150). Although fiction—both novels 
and short stories—was not an indigenous form to Native 
Americans, Native writers were able to excel in fiction writing as 
well. (Otfinoski 2010: 9), Prominent among fiction writers was 
Mourning Dove (Christine Quintasket) (1884), whose novel 
Cogewea, the Half blood (1927) is one of the first novel by a 
Native American with a female central character. John Joseph 
Mathews‘ only novel, Sundown (1934) treated the theme of 
alienation and identity that was to become a seminal theme in most 
Native fiction. Besides this, he is most known for  Wa'kon-tah: The 
Osage and The White Man's Road (1929), which was selected by 
the Book-of-the-Month Club as their first by an academic press; it 
became a bestseller in 1929. D‘Arcy McNickle wrote The 
Surrounded (1936) which is considered the most polished novel by 
an Indian writer in the 1930s. Other Native novelists include, John 
Oskison Milton (1874) and Todd Downing (1902).  
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Although Native American writing progressed steadily up to 
the second part of the twentieth century, Native writers were not 
able to draw considerable mainstream attention as a serious branch 
of writing. Even though many Native writers had been acclaimed 
from time to time, the overall aesthetic appreciation was based 
primarily upon a Eurocentric perspective. Most of the writers had 
to submit to the white man‘s taste and conventions in one way or 
the other to draw serious attention to themselves. However, the 
second half of the twentieth century witnessed some seminal socio-
political change that had a direct bearing upon American 
perception towards multiculturalism and multicultural writing in 
America. In the 1960s and 1970s, questions were raised about 
university curricula and the claims of universality as offered by the 
champions of dominant literary canons, which Appiah terms as 
―Eurocentric hegemony posing as universalism‖ (1992: 58).  
Roemer states that despite Native writers‘ success, ―writing by 
American Indians was rarely included in university literature 
course before the 1970s‖ (2005: 1). A multicultural approach to US 
literature emerged in response to the social movements of the 
times. The civil rights movement focussed upon the issues of social 
justice and people‘s attention was turned to the plight of the Native 
people.  Dominant hierarchies of value were questioned and efforts 
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to construct or consolidate collective identities through literature 
and culture were supported (Streeby 2011: 110). Winning of 
Pulitzer Prize by a Native American novelist, N Scott Momaday in 
1968 was a direct outcome of these changes.  Skepticism towards 
age-old traditional concepts and beliefs led to the emergence of 
new canons that included more women and people of colour and 
depended on revised conceptions of the ‗literary‘. This shift in 
perception resulted in the revival as well as excavation of 
previously excluded writings. Marginalized creative writers of 
different ethnic groups began finding readers, leading to an 
appreciation and understanding of Native life based upon new 
insights. Recognition of this rich cultural heritage led to a renewed 
interest among scholars and students in the Americas of the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. Scholars like 
Werner Sollors solicited in favour of including literatures written in 
other languages as ‗American literature‘ (Elliott 2010: 11). In fact, 
the very meaning of America and American literature underwent a 
process of redefinition. 
 These changes led to the revival of Native American 
literature and brought about what Kenneth Lincoln coined as 
‗Native American Renaissance‘. The period witnessed emergence 
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of a group of gifted writers often acclaimed for celebrating their 
cultural roots and raising a strong voice of resistance. Otfinoski 
states, ―A tradition of Native American literature existed before 
Momaday‘s arrival, but it was not until the 1960s that Native 
American writers had found a way to tell stories derived from the 
rich indigenous history that stretched back to pre-Columbian days‖ 
(2010: 8). Momaday‘s success put the critical stamp of approval on 
Native American literature. A myriad of texts have been produced 
since 1968 embracing different forms of literary art. What is more 
important is that these native writers have been able to incorporate 
―the varying styles and structures of native storytelling into their 
own novels and stories‖ (Otfinoski 2010: 7). Momaday‘s novel 
House Made of Dawn (1968) was almost simultaneously followed 
by the publication of Custer Died for Your Sins (1969) by Vine 
Deloria, Jr. It was an intensely subjective account of extreme 
injustices committed against the Indians by Western civilization. 
Moreover, 1969 saw the publication of John R Milton's 
groundbreaking anthology, The American Indian Speaks. This 
anthology brought a surprising number of younger Native 
American writers to public attention. Writers like Gerald Vizenor 
(b.1934), James Welch (b.1940), Leslie Marmon Silko (b.1948), 
Michael Dorris (b.1945), Joy Harjo (b.1951), Louise Erdrich 
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(b.1954), Sherman Alexie (b.1966), have successfully represented 
different perspectives within Native American writing tradition. 
Moreover, the establishment of Harper & Rowe‘s ‗Native 
American Publishing Program‘ (1971), which published some of 
the seminal works by Native American writers, provided a timely 
platform for these writers and brought them to a larger public 
attention (Roemer 2005: 2). In fact, the number of novels produced 
by Native Americans increased considerably. ―Before 1968, 
Indians had published nine novels in the United States. Today the 
number is approaching 300‖ (McClinton & Velie 2007: vi). 
Importantly, Indian fiction is what turned out to be the mainstay of 
the literary aspect of Native American literary Renaissance. The 
period between 1968 and 1977 witnessed the publication of three 
powerful novels that defined the substructures of contemporary 
Native American literature. These were House Made of Dawn 
(1977) by N Scott Momaday, Winter in the Blood (1974) by James 
Welch and Ceremony (1977) by Leslie Marmon Silko. All the three 
novels deal with the theme of alienation and a search for belonging 
to either a white American or an indigenous world. In fact, 
Momaday states that the dichotomy existing within the Native 
American consciousness to belong to either of the two worlds 
forms the central concern of much contemporary Native American 
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fiction (Otfinoski 2010: 7). For Momaday, fiction provided a 
strong means to represent Navajo and Pueblo perspectives on life. 
In House Made of Dawn, Momaday juxtaposed the native 
perspective characterized by Pueblo religious chants and white 
American perspective to arrive at plausible solutions. Following 
Momaday, Welch also dealt with the theme of alienation in his 
Winter in the Blood and presented a darker view of life in The 
Death of Jim Loney (1979). Silko came to prominence with the 
publication of Ceremony. Following Momaday‘s wake, she also 
dealt with the issues of identity and assimilation. The publication 
of The Man to Send Rain Clouds: Contemporary Stories by 
American Indians in 1974 brought the work of Leslie Silko to 
national attention. Edited by Kenneth Ross the book comprised of 
short fiction of seven south-western Indian writers. One of the 
prominent and influential writer in this collection, Simon Ortiz also 
received much acclaim as a fiction writer primarily on the basis of 
two small press collections, Howbah Indians (1978), and Fightin’: 
New and Collected Stories (1983). Both Silko and Ortiz inculcated 
native myth, witchcraft and spirituality into a genre that had never 
been explored thus by Native writers. Their fiction prefigures a 
Native American worldview criticizing non-native ignorance. By 
taking oral narrative as subject matter and oral storytelling as their 
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technique, these writers tried to authenticate their narratives as 
reliable expressions of a native perspective. Posthumous 
publication of D‘Arcy McNickle‘s novels Wind from an Enemy Sky 
(1978) and republication of The Surrounded in 1978 had an 
immense influence on both writers and readers. Since both these 
works had been written in the first part of the twentieth century, 
readers began to perceive the work of contemporary writers in a 
larger historical scope (Ruppert 2005: 176).  By the 1980s Native 
American literature exhibited a wide diversity and the number of 
Native American authors grew dramatically with most achieving 
national reputations. The publication of such anthologies as The 
Remembered Earth: an Anthology of Contemporary Native 
American Literature edited by Geary Hobson in 1979 and Earth 
Power Coming (1983) edited by Ortiz, brought together multiple 
writers from varied backgrounds to national prominence.  
Diversity has come to become a hallmark of Native 
American literary tradition. Otfinoski (2010: 7) delineating some of 
the common threads that unify Native American literary tradition, 
admits that ―Native American literary tradition... has become as 
diverse as its practitioners.‖ Similarly, scholars like Michael Dorris 
raised questions regarding the existence of any homogeneity in 
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Native American literature on the grounds that there is no common 
unifying language among the different Native ethnic communities. 
He states, ―If there had ever been a North American language 
called ‗Indian,‘ the mode of communication within a society called 
‗Indian,‘ then there would undoubtedly be something appropriately 
labelled ‗Indian literature‘‖ [emphasis in the original] (Dorris 1979: 
147). He argues against such labelling and questions the 
categorising of Native American literatures under the same rubric 
because of the failure of the Europeans to comprehend the diversity 
found in Native American cultures: 
Does it [Indian literature] refer, one may query, to the sum total of all 
oral literary traditions in each of more than three hundred mutually 
unintelligible languages? If so, does such a category make any 
academic or even common sense? Clearly it would be a far less 
reasonable concept than its logical but obviously over-simplified 
analogue, "European Literature." Can such a genre, spuriously based 
on assumed, but non-existent, inherent similarities, yield any 
meaningful depth of in-sight? Would such a category stimulate the 
study of a single Native American language or aesthetic? Is it a helpful 
tool of scholarship or simply an excuse not to study, a rationale for 
dismissal on the grounds of over-complexity or inaccessibility?  
(1979: 149) 
Roemer also agrees to the problems inherent in oversimplifying 
Native literatures by categorizing them as a homogenous category. 
He, besides many other scholars, warns about the obscuring effect 
that Momaday‘s Pulitzer Prize of 1968 has had upon the Native 
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American literatures produced before. Moreover, Momaday‘s 
success and the subsequent developments in Native American 
literary tradition shifted the focus primarily towards Native 
American novel and poetry, sidelining non-fictional writing and 
dramas. Roemer emphasizes the importance of including literature 
produced before Momaday‘s novel in order to be able to properly 
locate Native literature (2005: 4-8).  
The complexity and diversity found in Native American oral 
literatures at the time of the first contact and the subsequent 
shaping of Native American written literatures asks for a 
categorization beyond the aesthetics of Eurocentric theorization. 
Roemer states: 
The typical labels –American Indian literature, Native American 
literature, native literature, Indigenous literature, Amerindian literature 
– all pose ethical and descriptive problems because they impose 
European concepts and language that are inaccurate and transform 
diversity into a vague generic essentialist category that can be used to 
marginalize or misrepresent a diversified people and a complex 
intercultural history.  
(2005: 9) 
 Moreover, oral literatures are even more difficult to label as a 
presupposed homogenous category. Various factors such as 
cultural and regional variety, porous nature of genre boundaries 
and dynamic nature of oral literature complicate categorizing 
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Native American oral literatures into particular genres. In addition, 
diversity in Native literatures ―…includes how the literatures are 
experienced‖ (Romer 2005: 5).  One of the most well grounded 
attempt to categorize oral performances is of Andrew Wiget (1985: 
2-43) wherein he differentiates between various ceremonial 
performances based on emphasis on the individual, the tribe and 
the healing and renewing of the world.  
Native American literature written in English had evolved 
dynamically imbibing influences from the mainstream literary 
tradition with a number of Native writers pushing the genre 
boundaries to arrive at an authentic form of literary expression. 
Ella Deloria‘s Waterlily completed in 1940s and published in1988, 
was the first to experiment thus. This mixed-genre trend came to 
become a characteristic feature in the writings of most of the 
Native writers who followed. Similarly, the mixed blood identity 
explored by many post 1968 Native writers had been taken up 
before by McNickle, Mourning Dove, John Joseph Mathews and 
John Milton Mathews. Therefore, literature produced prior to 
Native American Renaissance provides important additional 
insights into understanding and placing of Native American 
literature produced after it. As Roemer states regarding Ridge‘s 
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novel of 1854 that it reminds us of avoiding overly rigid notions of 
appropriate content for Indian literature which should include ―the 
huge diversity of the topic and the possibility of appropriation of 
seemingly non-Indian subjects by Native viewpoints‖ (2005: 8). 
The process of going back to Native American literature produced 
before Momaday is an effort on part of many contemporary Native 
scholars to deflate the assumptions of ‗recognition‘ of Native 
American literature associated with his Pulitzer Prize. Womack 
states regarding the relationship between the tribal literatures and 
mainstream literature: 
I say that tribal literatures are not some branch waiting to be grafted 
onto to the main trunk. Tribal literatures are the tree, the oldest 
literatures in the Americas, the most American of American literatures. 
We are the canon. [emphasis in the original] 
(1999: 6-7) 
Native literary enterprise, thus, defies the attempt of ‗othering‘ as is 
inherent in the endeavour of labelling Native American literature as 
a homogenous branch of writing. Arnold Krupat deals at length 
with the question of placing Indian literatures in the mainstream 
and indigenous context.  He categorises literature by means of five 
interrelated definitions, which are ‗Indian‘, ‗Indigenous‘, ‗ethnic‘, 
‗national‘, and ‗cosmopolitan‘ literature (1989: 209-21). Similarly, 
Hobson (2000: 42) deals with the question of themes and identity 
Chapter I 
50 
 
of Native writers. He argues against placing limitations upon the 
subjects of writing.  In the introduction to his 1979 anthology, The 
Remembered Earth, he outlined the characteristics of Native 
American writing based on a continuance of a literary tradition. 
Instead of relying upon anthropological outlining, he stresses upon 
social and cultural belonging. He states: 
Thus, to most Native Americans today, it is not merely enough that a 
person have a justifiable claim to Indian blood, but he or she must also 
be at least somewhat socially and culturally definable as a Native 
American. 
(1981: 9)  
With the passage of time, there has been a marked shift in Native 
writers‘ focus on identity issues to sovereignty as a means to 
reclaiming the past. Krupat and Elliott point to the limitations in 
the similarities between the emergences of different postcolonial 
literatures of other parts of the globe and Native American 
literatures. According to them there is ―…no ‗post-‘ as yet to the 
colonial situation of the indigenous people of United States. 
Consequently, resistance to ―…colonial limitations on their 
sovereign rights—is the foremost concern of native nations today‖ 
[emphasis in the original] (2006: 127). Joy Porter also states the 
difficulty inherent in grouping Native American literature with 
postcolonial literatures. She goes on to say: 
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It [Native American literature] is sometimes grouped with postcolonial 
literatures, but recently critics have found this to be too simple a 
conflation. Given some of the chronic conditions many Indian peoples 
live under and the structural limitations placed upon Indian 
development by non-Indians, they suggest that Indians in fact live 
under paracolonialism and that it is more appropriate to think of Indian 
literature as part of resistance literature, with attributes in common 
with the literatures of places like Palestine.  
(2005: 59) 
Roemer too concludes with the assertion that study of individual 
Native literary texts should not be restricted by any generalizing 
principles presupposing a nonexistent static and ‗pure‘ indigenous 
literature, instead we should ―…be more precise about the 
historical, cultural, and generic contexts when referring to specific 
texts‖ (Roemer 2005: 10). Womack insists upon studying Native 
literary canons as separate, tribally based literatures. He says: 
I will seek a literary criticism that emphasizes Native resistance 
movements against colonialism, confronts racism, discusses 
sovereignty and Native nationalism, seeks connections between 
literature and liberation struggles, and, finally roots literature in land 
and culture.  
(1999: 11) 
However, resistance shaped by many similar socio-political 
experiences that Native Americans had to face during the course of 
a shared history primarily based on confronting a common enemy 
in the form of European and Euroamerican hegemony has greatly 
influenced Native American English writing.  Consequently, some 
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common attitudes, issues and concerns have surfaced in Native 
American literature based upon similar shared experiences. 
Moreover, similar attitudes among most of the Native writers also 
rest upon a mixture of post-apocalyptic worldviews and an 
awareness of the miracle of survival besides ―a hope that goes 
beyond survival and endurance to sense of tribal and pan-tribal 
sovereignty and identity‖ (Roemer 2005: 11).  
The struggle of the Indians for sovereignty and demands for 
autonomy and self-determination continue even today. Literature 
has figured as a primary means of foregrounding this basic 
concern. Moreover, national sovereignty demands literary 
sovereignty as well.  Even though Native American literature got a 
boost after Scott Momaday was awarded the Pulitzer Prize, the 
mainstream attitude towards Native American literature did not see 
a much-needed revision.  Arnold Krupat states, ―To urge the 
inclusion of Indian literature in the canon of American literature is 
not only to propose an addition but a reevaluation of what 
‗American literature‘ means‖ (Krupat 1989: 98). Inclusion into the 
canon is the demand of natives but not the canon as determined by 
the white perspective. Krupat argues regarding the meaning and 
functions of canon: 
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[T]he canon is simply the name for that body of texts which best 
performs in the sphere of culture the work of legitimating the 
prevailing social order: canonical texts are, as they always have been, 
the most useful for such a purpose (although the modality of their 
usefulness may, of course, alter with time). To understand their content 
is largely to accept the world view of the socially dominant class; to 
apprehend their form is to fail to perceive that acceptance as such. 
Sympathetic contact with these texts tends mostly—although not 
always or exclusively—to contribute to that ideological conditioning, 
the production of that consciousness, necessary to conform one 
willingly to one's—usually subordinate—class position in society. 
[Canonical texts function to] …promote and sustain by cultural means 
perspectives and values that are not necessarily consistent with the 
fullest conceptions of human possibility.  
(1989: 22-23) 
Annette Kolodny offers a similar insight into the problems faced in 
designing a coherent new literary history intended to give us 
common ground from which to talk to one another in an evolving 
multicultural American literary tradition. As she states: 
The problem of integrating the new scholarship is usually posed within 
prior categories (regionalism, realism, the Gothic) and standard 
periodizations (colonial America, the early Republic, the American 
Renaissance, etc.) and articulated as the need to be conscious of the 
contributions of women and minority group writers within these 
categories and periods. 
(1985: 294) 
She further explains that the process of categorizing some 
traditions as ‗Minority Voices‘ or ‗Women Writers‘ in order to 
provide enough space for the ‗major‘ canonical writers suggest that 
these categories are of an anomalous nature and retain the 
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centrality of the already existing canon. Such a rewriting is faulty 
and cannot guarantee coherence. ―Besides being ahistorical, 
categories like ‗Minority Voices‘ or ‗Women Writers‘ also 
simplify out of existence the complicating intersections of race, 
class, and gender‖ (Kolodny 1985: 297). 
Nevertheless, the formation of American Indian literary 
canon maintains the marginalized status of Native American 
literature. Mainstream literary critics tend to approach Native 
literatures in terms familiar to them, although most likely those are 
irrelevant to the object of these studies. Consequently, American 
Indian literature has very often been labeled as folklore. In order to 
arrive at a literary sovereignty a fundamental change in attitude is 
required. Accordingly, Womack solicits in favour of an indigenous 
criticism as against Eurocentric paternalistic criticism. He states: 
We should not allow ourselves, through the definitions we choose and 
the language we use, to ever assume we are outside the canon; we 
should not play along and confess to being a second-rate literature. Let 
Americans struggle for their place in the canon. [emphasis in the 
original] 
(1999: 7)  
Therefore, the struggle for the canon rests primarily upon 
resistance on part of the indigenous writer to the process of erasure 
of their differences and at the same time it symbolizes the struggle 
against oppressive stereotyping which had been used in the past as 
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primary means of othering the Natives. Krupat sees the relation 
between Native American texts and oral tradition as a possible 
technique to ―instantiate values different from those implied by the 
privileging of modern (and postmodern) written texts‖ (2006: 128). 
He differentiates between different underlying perspectives 
articulating the resistance inherent in Native American fiction as 
‗nationalist‘, ‗indigenist‘ and ‗cosmopolitan‘. Nationalist 
perspective rests upon the sense of a specific kind of a tribal/nation 
status of the original occupants of this continent. Sovereignty is the 
primary objective of nationalists. Such a perspective argues against 
the inclusion of Native literary works into the white American 
canon. Instead, they claim the existence of an independent Native 
American literary canon. Scholars like Craig Womack, Elizabeth 
Cook-Lynn, Warrior and Weaver are the prime advocates of this 
perspective. On the other hand, indigenist perspective draws 
knowledge and power from the ‗earth‘ presumed to be animate and 
sentient to the effect that the relationship with earth constructs the 
knowledge and values of the Native peoples. Linda Hogan, Leslie 
Marmon Silko and Gerald Vizenor beside many other writers are 
guided by this understanding. Cosmopolitan perspective goes 
beyond the constraints that a nationalistic perspective could entail 
although it recognizes the importance of nationalism as a force 
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against colonialism. Cosmopolitans explore commonalities that go 
beyond national boundaries, ―[f]or cosmopolitans, the diversity of 
human kind is a fact; for universalists, it is a potential problem‖ 
(Hollinger 2000: 84). Moreover, cosmopolitan criticism rests upon 
a sense of selective acceptance of nationalist and indigenist 
perspectives and rejects no position, a priori, because of its race, 
nation, gender or sexual preference. All these perspectives even 
though construed as if in opposition to each other, overlap, and 
may function complementarily.  
Native peoples‘ struggles are far from over as most of the 
scholars and writers admit that issues regarding race continue to 
haunt the indigenous peoples of America. Deloria talks about the 
inherent racism in the scholastic world that makes it extremely hard 
to bring non-Western traditions within serious consideration in the 
academia (Deloria 1997: 34). Nevertheless, the emergence of 
diverse Native American writers and literary critics in the second 
half of the twentieth century and the huge impact they were able to 
make upon the readers, both in US and the world, signifies that 
Native American people eventually found a voice to present their 
views before the world. Their influence upon the mainstream 
American thinking contributed a great deal in changing the outlook 
of the white Americans towards America and American literature 
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to the extent that both are now understood as essentially diverse 
and multicultural.  Gray suggests: 
American culture and writing are surely only properly understood in 
these terms, as multiple and layered, composed of many different 
groups all trying to make sense of their lives and changes – and, in the 
process, construct their own imaginative community. 
 (2004: xi)  
The strong presence of Native American writers in America and 
their successful writing endeavours succeeded in making 
mainstream America more conscious and appreciative of Native 
American cultural heritage and history as is evident in President 
Bush‘s appeal to his nation on November 2001: 
I call on all Americans to learn more about the history and heritage of 
the Native peoples of this great land. Such actions reaffirm our 
appreciation and respect for their traditions and way of life and can 
help to preserve an important part of our culture for generations yet to 
come. 
(King 2006:xii) 
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Ceremony: Welding the Past and the Present 
 
eslie Marmon Silko emerged as one of the most 
influential Native American writers in the 1970s. 
After the publication of her short story ―Man to Send 
Rain Clouds‖ in New Mexico Quarterly in 1969, she continued to 
write and contribute to Native American literature. As has been 
stated earlier, owing to their major  
success, Native American writers of late 1960s and 70s left an 
indelible mark upon other Native writers who followed in their 
wake. Their focus was upon accessibility as against universality. 
Accessibility is the underlying paradigm of Silko‘s fiction writing 
too. She believes, ―good literature has to be accessible. It is 
incredibly narcissistic to be otherwise‖ (Arnold 2000: 26). Silko 
makes her native Laguna perspectives accessible by using 
Eurocentric form of writing and by using English language to 
express the tribal insights that were originally communicated and 
conceived in Keresan language. Besides, she provides important 
insights regarding the continued essence of cultural narratives as 
means of resisting the white discourse and preserving Native 
L 
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American cultural legacies. However, she insists upon change as a 
necessary component for these legacies to survive and flourish. 
Since its publication in 1977, Ceremony has been read and 
taught widely and came to be included in the academic courses in 
many American and overseas universities. As Silko mentions in an 
interview with Ellen L Arnold (2000: xiii), initially the novel ―was 
considered to be really challenging, for the most sophisticated 
reader.‖ However, with the passage of time it was able to change 
the ―reading milieu by teaching people how to read and think 
differently.‖ Ceremony testifies to Silko‘s claims regarding 
accessibility, as she had to assume a dynamic role and mediate 
between the dichotomous Eurocentric and Native underpinnings to 
come up with a literary product that asks for a wider approach in 
reading in order to arrive at a meaningful common ground. 
However, instead of relenting to Eurocentric oppressive colonial 
discourse, Silko engineers these commonalities upon an essential 
premise of tribal sovereignty.  She pushes the boundaries of 
contemporary fiction writing to encompass the storytelling 
tradition that functions as the backbone of her writing. At one 
level, Ceremony asserts cultural syncretism and mixedblood 
identity to delegitimize and indianise colonial discourse as well as 
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Eurocentric artistic conventions and language. At another level, the 
novel legitimises the Native Peoples‘ claims for sovereignty by 
forwarding a strong resistive discourse based upon an indigenous 
perspective. Ceremony fuses cross cultural identity discourse with 
claims for indigenous tribal sovereignty to register a strong 
resistance against misrepresentations and oppressive ideologies. 
Through her writing she achieves what she has learnt from her 
early experiences in her life—a balance between ―Laguna beliefs 
and Laguna ways and ways of the outsiders‖ (Silko 1997: 17). 
Silko‘s use of a Eurocentric form of writing and the 
modifications she brings about in this form work in two ways: it  
paves way for celebrating differences and reaching meaningful 
commonalities. It breaks the white superiority myth without 
rendering the Native response inaccessible to the white American 
mind. Besides, it challenges the purity and authority of the 
colonizing culture‘s knowledge and perspective by superimposing 
on them Laguna literary and conceptual models, and thus ensuring 
their continuity. A text produced thus, goes beyond white 
aesthetics and demands an in-depth understanding of the workings 
of Native myths and oral tradition in order to arrive at proper 
meaning. Silko‘s creative imagination derives its nourishment from 
Chapter II 
61 
 
worldviews and beliefs that are primarily opposite to white 
understanding and concepts. Talking about Ceremony she states, 
―The Western European rules about the form of novel don‘t apply. 
Hell, the nice thing about the novel is that it‘s wide open. I decided 
I would go ahead and raise hell with linear time‖ (Arnold 2000: 
103). The concept of time is an engaging preoccupation with Silko. 
She foregrounds the Indian view regarding time and space in all 
her fiction. Since language fails to express the concept of time, 
consequently the mainstream American mind that believes in the 
linearity of time fails to understand the Native American 
worldview rooted in the belief of circularity of time. In response to 
a question by Elsie Marubbio regarding Silko‘s concept of time 
and space, Silko expresses this difficulty: ―We are that backward in 
our time in terms of being able to talk about what happens in 
particle physics where episodes happen, in the past, in the future… 
I mean it‘s difficult to use the English language‖ (Silko 1992: 33). 
Therefore, one of the important preoccupations in Ceremony is 
Silko‘s attempt to express the Indian view of time in a plausible 
artistic language. She says, ―That‘s what I‘m trying to do with 
Ceremony. Ceremony’s all about time‖ (Silko 1992: 33). Ceremony 
primarily aims to erase the imposing restrictions of linear time as 
Silko artistically fuses together past and present. Hence, the novel 
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embodies an Indian ceremony for the non-native reader as well, 
which acts by changing the reader‘s outlook upon time and 
replaces linear approaches in arriving at meanings by seeing things 
in totality. Besides, Ceremony fuses the Indian oral tradition 
continuing from the past with the Eurocentric writing tradition; it 
fuses the mythic and the real and blurs the boundaries between fact 
and fiction. In a presentation made to the English Institute in 1979, 
Silko explained the difference in Pueblo expression and delineated 
the necessary change required in the conventional approach to 
arrive at proper meanings: 
For those of you accustomed to a structure that moves from point A to 
point B to point C, this presentation may be somewhat difficult to 
follow because the structure of Pueblo expression resembles something 
like a spider's web—with many little threads radiating from a center, 
criss-crossing each other. As with the web, the structure will emerge as 
it is made and you must simply listen and trust, as the Pueblo people 
do, that meaning will be made.  
(1997: 48) 
Brown (1995: 171), justifying Silko‘s technique, states that her 
method ensures an expansion of the reader‘s horizon of perception 
to encompass what had been truly foreign to him. The ensuing 
changes alter the way one experiences the world. Silko employs 
many stylistic and narrative techniques that, besides retaining the 
essence of Native tradition, ensure these shifts in the reader‘s 
perception. 
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Ceremony opens with Ts‘its‘tsi‘nako, also called as 
Thought-Woman or Spider Woman, thinking and creating 
simultaneously. Believed to be the mother of creation in Laguna 
beliefs, her invocation by Silko at the beginning leads to the 
assumption that Silko is acting as a storyteller and not as an author. 
The opening of the novel, therefore, denies the authority of 
Euroamerican individualistic and written literary modes. Authority 
is handed over to the Thought-Woman right from the start and 
Silko ends the novel by symbolically handing it over to where it 
began: in the Laguna conceptual and expressive realm. An 
unrestrained, dynamic nature of the story, not belonging to an 
‗author‘ but to the community is evinced by the concluding 
commentary of Tayo‘s grandmother as well. As she ―shook her 
head slowly, and closed her cloudy eyes again,‖ she said, ―[i]t 
seems like I already heard these stories before . . . only thing is, the 
names sound different‖ (Silko 1977: 260). Such an ending is 
symbolic in many respects. It is symbolic of doing away with any 
feeling of originality in Silko‘s work about evil. Similarly, it 
symbolizes the removal of the apprehensions of Indians who might 
have been worrying about the modernization of their stories. 
Moreover, it signifies breaking away from Eurocentric dominant 
aesthetics that values art for its originality, or entertainment, rather 
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than spiritual power (Evasdaughter 1988: 88). Silko indianises the 
Euroamerican genre by using an episodic structure and by 
repetition of key events and words. The blending of prose and 
poetry relates to oral narrative practice wherein the reader is not 
able to differentiate between the two genres, as one is unable to say 
where a line ends and a new one begins. Complying with the 
Spider Woman myth of creativity, the structure of Ceremony 
resembles a spider web wherein meanings become clear only in 
totality and not in individual parts. Brown states, ―[w]e are asked to 
set aside notions of linear progression in the first passage, and to 
put in abeyance the Christian drama of heaven, earth and hell, in 
the second‖ (1995: 172). By participating in Tayo‘s recovery 
ceremony, the readers share and prepare for positive change. In this 
endeavour, Silko relies upon those seminal myths and stories that 
authenticate the ceremony and ensure continuity of belonging and 
safety against its loss. Elaine Jahner (1979) convincingly explains 
that the structure and sequence of events in Ceremony require both 
from Tayo as well as the readers a comprehension and acceptance 
of the interconnectedness of mythic and real times and happenings. 
Wiget explains that ―Silko provides the mythic base for Tayo‘s 
story by incorporating the independent Laguna myths of Arrow-
boy and the Gambler, as well as the Navajo myths of Coyote 
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Transformation and cub boy, into the myth of Earth Woman‘s 
flight and Hummingbirds quest to bring her back‖ (1985: 88). 
Silko‘s artistic fusion is based upon the belief in re-enactment of 
ancient myths in contemporary experiences that enables the release 
of individual tension through collective sharing and simultaneously 
alters the aesthetic perceptions of the reader.  
Besides modifying the genre of novel, Silko rejects the 
assimilation trends of the time by celebrating difference. She says 
in an interview, ―what we all need to do is to take better care of one 
another, take better care of the land and water and, I guess to 
respect to learn to respect and tolerate differences…‖ (Online 
interview, KXJZ's Insight). Respecting differences, Ceremony 
serves as a forceful counter-discourse against psychological 
colonization of the Indians by white Eurocentric colonial 
ideologies. 
Of mixedblood ancestry, Tayo provides us with insights into 
complex hybridity discourse which is forwarded by Silko. It is 
based upon an amalgamation of her cultural understandings and 
coloured primarily by her celebrating the Laguna cultural legacies. 
Even though Tayo is of mixedblood and his mother Laura went out 
with everybody, he symbolizes the fundamental importance of 
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accepting and belonging rather than inheriting by descent like the 
pure blood Emo and other Natives who are divested, by 
psychological colonization, of indigenous legacies and feel 
ashamed of their Indianness. As Silko states, ―You can be a full 
blood and grow up in Cincinnati and lose touch…The community 
is tremendously important. That‘s where a person‘s identity has to 
come from, not from racial blood quantum levels‖ (Arnold 2000: 
22-23, see also, Silko 1997: 60-61). In Tayo‘s recovery, we find 
the emergence of newer perspectives towards Native American 
culture and identity as cultural legacies and Laguna worldviews, 
continuing from the past, fuse with contemporary modifications to 
encompass recent developments in Native American life and 
culture. Ceremony renders Tayo‘s disturbing experiences, which 
were an outcome of his failure to fuse the two influences together, 
available for future generations of Natives. It optimistically 
internalizes positive elements from the changing times to inculcate 
them in the Laguna story of the recovery of Tayo. Regarding the 
role of stories, Silko states that in Laguna individual identity is 
shaped by incorporation of individuals into stories whose language 
is dynamic enough to the extent of imbibing people and places. She 
says, ―People tell those stories about you and your family or about 
others and they begin to create your identity. In a sense, you are 
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told who you are, or you know who you are by the stories about 
you‖ (Jaskoski 1998: 95).  However, Tayo had to confront the 
white American psychological colonization in the progress and 
unfolding of his story; Silko says, ―One of the big battles Tayo 
begins to have to deal with is to keep the end of the story right‖ 
(Jaskoski 1998: 103). The participation of Tayo in the story ensures 
his recovery and also the continuity of tradition for future 
generations. The power of stories thus works more effectively and 
they emerge as more authentic than historical texts. As we are told 
later in the narrative: 
The dreams had been terror at loss, at something lost forever; but 
nothing was lost; all was retained between the sky and the earth, and 
within himself. He had lost nothing. The snow-covered mountain 
remained, without regard to titles of ownership or the white ranchers 
who thought they possessed it.  
(Silko 1977: 219) 
Therefore, nothing is lost as long as the Indians relate to their land 
and culture through stories and ceremonies of participation and 
confront new challenges by a fusing the present with the past and 
by retelling their stories. Silko propagates the view that neither the 
Eurocentric literary forms nor the language of the colonizer can 
limit or constrict the essence of the Native story which is told in 
accordance to Native storytelling tradition and is shaped by 
fundamental cultural beliefs. She explains her use of the English 
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language for rendering Indian stories on certain fundamental 
preconceptions. She says: 
For a long time I was sort of self-conscious about not knowing the 
Laguna language better than I do…And I was given to feel—by some 
of those poets—that to be a worthy human being if you were coming 
from a pueblo, you should know the stories just the way the 
anthropologists reported them. Yet I was never tempted to go to those 
things and do what they did.  
(Jaskoski 1998: 96) 
Silko‘s assertion serves well to explain her position regarding the 
use of Laguna sacred stories and making them available to the 
outsiders in the English language. In Ceremony, we find Betonie 
explaining the necessity of learning English language and English 
education in order to come to grips with various changes. 
Explaining to Tayo, he says: 
She [his mother] sent me to school. Sherman Institute, Riverside, 
California. That was the first train I ever rode. I had been watching 
them from the hills up here all my life. I told her it looked like a snake 
crawling along the red-rock mesas. I told her I didn‘t want to go. I was 
already a big kid then. Bigger than the rest. But she said ‗It is carried 
on in all languages now, so you have to know English too‘.  
(Silko 1977: 122) 
As against Betonie, we have Ku‘oosh using the old, unchanged 
dialects, and importantly enough, Tayo finds it hard to grasp his 
meanings: 
He spoke softly, using the old dialect full of sentences that were 
involuted with explanations of their own origins, as if nothing the old 
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man said were his own but all had been said before and he was only 
there to repeat it. Tayo had to strain to catch the meaning, dense with 
place names he had never heard. His language was childish, 
interspersed with English words, and he could feel shame tightening in 
his throat…. 
(Silko 1977: 34) 
Paula Gunn Allen criticized Silko‘s use of Indian stories in 
Ceremony mentioning that in Indian contexts stories are sacred and 
ought not to be rendered for analysis and evaluation. Quoting other 
sources, she explains that in certain tribal contexts language does 
not merely describe reality but creates it. Besides having power to 
heal, words may also injure and kill. Allen‘s criticism rests on 
resisting the white aesthetics that are based on the belief that 
―information is to be saved and analyzed at all costs. It is not seen 
as residing in the minds and molecules of human beings, but… 
transcendent‖ (Allen 2002: 85-86). However, Silko‘s use of 
English language to express Laguna stories needs to be seen in the 
context that by the time Silko started writing, these stories had 
already been subjected to textual transformation and consequent 
violation by Franz Boas in Keresan Texts. Besides, Keresan Texts 
had assumed the symbolic status of representing the Indian oral 
tradition and presenting the image of the Indian culture as 
‗vanishing‘. Allen rightly asserts that any cultural information 
stored outside its human context is meaningless and futile and that 
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the ―traditional materials sacred or social, have meaning within the 
traditional, day to day context of people who live with it‖ (Allen 
2002: 86). Silko, interestingly, is doing what Allen demands. 
Silko‘s re-appropriation is an attempt of infusing life, derived from 
contemporary personal experiences, into the dead textual 
representation of the Indian legacies in Boas‘ texts. As Robert M 
Nelson explains, the texts and clan stories used by Silko are used 
―sometimes verbatim, from preexisting ethnographic print texts 
rather than immediately from remembered oral performance‖ 
(Nelson 2001: 48). Moreover, contrary to Allen‘s assertion, Nelson 
convincingly argues that these stories and texts are ‗embedded‘ in 
Ceremony’s text and form an integral part of the story‘s narrative 
to perform seminal functions within the overall context. These 
stories and embedded texts, therefore, perform multiple functions, 
the most important being decolonising them from white authority 
as symbolised by Boas‘ arguments relating to these texts. By fusing 
these stories into traditional experiences of Tayo, Silko asserts the 
continuity of these stories and their dynamic status. They serve as a 
backbone to Ceremony’s narrative and Silko thus deliberately 
disempowers her role as an author as it functions in the Eurocentric 
connotation. This fusion of clan stories and Eurocentric mode of 
expression adds another dynamic character to the indigenous 
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narratives, a dynamic tendency to adapt to change in modality. 
Continuing from past, these mythic stories are now dynamically 
fused into written English narrative. Fundamental to Silko‘s 
perspective is her belief in change as a vital component of Native 
traditions. She believes that things that do not change are dead 
things, and that stories should continue to evolve even 
encompassing Eurocentric modes of expression. Moreover, 
Ceremony starts and ends with these mythic texts, which ensures 
their superiority and essential continuity.  
Consciously but subtly Silko engages with the question of 
her cultural heritage, not letting Eurocentric ideologies take 
control. She states, ―I‘m political in my stories‖ (Arnold 2000: 26), 
a fact testified by Nelson who contends that Silko‘s ‗verbatim‘ 
appropriation of pre-existing texts has political ramifications. On 
the one hand, it rejects the ethnographic and Euroamerican control 
over Laguna oral and written expressions and on the other prevents 
their manipulations and misrepresentations. The dynamic nature of 
Silko‘s rendering of the stories counters the white stereotyping of 
the Indian oral tradition and their stories as static, vanished entities 
of the past. Silko herself acknowledges that her mixedblood 
discourse is primarily shaped by her position in relation to Laguna 
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tradition and culture. She carries forward the mixedblood identity 
discourse passed on to her by ―a long line of tough old Laguna 
ladies‖ (Seyersted 1980: 14). Much of the traditional knowledge 
and understanding was passed on to her by her grandmother Lillie, 
her grandfather Hank Marmon‘s sister-in-law Susie and great-
grandmother Marie or ‗A‘mooh‘. While discussing her legacy, 
Silko wonders about the decision of her great-grandmother not to 
teach her enough of the Native language, Keresan and presumes 
that since Marie was a staunch Presbyterian, she might have 
believed that by preventing her grandchildren from learning 
Keresan language and traditional stories, she would ensure their 
separation from traditional religion and beliefs (Silko 2010: 52). 
Although she did not learn the traditional language, she learned 
everything about Laguna and rendered it accessible in her writing 
by means of artistic fusion. She states: 
One of my frustrations in writing, you know, is that unless you‘re 
involved in this, in these stories, in this place, you as a reader may not 
get it. I have to constantly fight against putting in detail and things that 
would be too tedious for the ―outsider.‖ At the same time I have to 
have some sort of internal integrity there in the piece.  
(Jaskoski 1998: 99) 
In the keynote address delivered at a symposium at the University 
of Arizona on ―Native Voices: Indigenous Language and Poetry‖ 
(2007), she states that from the early period in her life she had 
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realized the importance of nonverbal communication and 
expression of cultural experiences irrespective of what languages 
they are rendered in. She used the prior knowledge and insights she 
had gained from listening to the hummah-hah stories from Aunt 
Alice and Aunt Suzie. Owing to their essential character, these 
stories had taught her about the possibilities of communication 
between animate as well as inanimate objects. She tells us, ―the 
hummah-hah stories reveal the Laguna spiritual outlook toward 
animals, plants and spirit beings, one which was at odds with the 
Presbyterian view of the world‖ (Silko 2010: 51). This nonverbal 
communication leads to a sense of being in close proximity with 
the surroundings. She says, ―From the old stories I realized the 
clouds, the winds and the river had their ways of communication 
which were nonverbal and [I] became interested in what these 
entities had to say‖ (Keynote address 2007, see also, Silko 2010: 
48-51). In Laguna community, her partial outsider‘s position with 
respect to her language was paralleled by her mixedblood status, 
her understanding and outlook considerably determined by her 
marginal status within the community. In an interview with Larry 
Evers and Denny Carr (1976), she says that the outsider status gave 
her ‗great latitude‘ in using Laguna material in her writing. Her 
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experiences and perceptions turn out to be ‗different‘ from a 
pureblood like Simon Ortiz (Jaskoski 1998: 96). 
  Tayo too shares this partial belonging; he too is a 
mixedblood. However, as the narrative unfolds, Tayo emerges as 
the true inheritor of the Native legacy as against other pure blood 
characters like Rocky and Emo. This unfolding puts the hybrid 
mixedblood identity discourse above all other discourses and 
validates Silko‘s approach. She tells us: 
What I write about and what I‘m concerned about are relationships. To 
that I bring so many personal things that have been affected by where I 
come from, but I don‘t think one should oversimplify and say this is a 
Laguna point of view. It is my point of view, coming from a certain 
kind of background and place.  
( 2000: 26) 
As the novel starts, we find Tayo lost in a confused state: 
―For a long time he had been white smoke. He did not realize that 
until he left the hospital, because white smoke had no 
consciousness of itself‖ (Silko 1977: 14). The loss experienced by 
Tayo is due to a feeling of hollowness, both physical as well as 
spiritual. Disturbing memories from the past haunt him. He 
remembers his cousin Rocky‘s miserable death in the muddy 
suffocating rain in the jungle and his failure to pull the trigger to 
kill the Japanese captives in the persistent, endless rain. His 
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memories are entangled and he is unable to place things in proper 
perspective: ―He could get no rest as long as the memories were 
tangled with the present, tangled up like colored threads from old 
Grandma‘s wicker sewing basket…‖ (Silko 1977: 6). Memory is 
seminal for identity formation, for belonging and placing things in 
a proper perspective. Vizenor argues for the importance of 
remembrance, not only for Indians in relation to their identity but 
also for places to have a meaning. A place is identified by things 
that have happened in it and is remembered in history by means of 
ballads, yarns, legends, or monuments. Stories emerge as 
fundamental resistance to white colonization and enable the 
Natives to claim ownership of their confiscated lands. He states, 
―Tribal imagination, experience, and remembrance, are the real 
landscapes in the literature of this nation; discoveries and 
dominance are silence‖ (Vizenor 1999: 10). White ideologies 
colonize literary works by means of obliterating the remembered 
stories of the past. Ceremony begins with this proclamation and 
prioritizes the storytelling tradition as a means of preserving the 
past: 
I will tell you something about stories, 
[he said] 
They aren‘t just entertainment. 
Don‘t be fooled. 
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They are all we have, you see, 
all we have to fight off 
illness and death. 
You don‘t have anything 
if you don‘t have the stories. 
Their evil is mighty 
but it can‘t stand up to our stories. 
So they try to destroy the stories 
let the stories be confused or forgotten. 
They would like that 
They would be happy 
Because we would be defenseless then.  
(Silko 1977: 2) 
Judith Butler argues that identities (she specially refers to feminine 
and masculine identities)  get created by repeated acts, gestures, 
enactments which are essentially  ―performative in the sense that 
the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are 
fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs 
and other discursive means‖ (Butler 1999: 173). Identity is thus an 
ongoing process that gains acceptance and coherence through 
repeated enactments, conscious as well as unconscious, of specific 
utterances and signs. Therefore, in the Laguna context, stories 
serve as powerful means to create identities. From the very 
beginning, Tayo had to confront various conflicting worldviews 
and discourses. Teachers at school would try to obliterate the 
Indianness from children and make them despise their cultural 
legacies. ―He had believed in the stories for a long time, until the 
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teachers at Indian school taught him not to believe in that kind of 
‗nonsense‘‖ (Silko 177: 19). Similarly, other characters that had 
fallen prey to colonial discourse, complicate things for themselves 
as well as for others. Auntie (Tayo‘s aunt) is influenced by this 
psychological colonization and tries to put a Presbyterian stamp 
upon Tayo by erasing positive associations in his remembrance of 
his mother and replacing them with negative feelings characterized 
by guilt and shame. She ensures that he should not forget his 
‗mother‘s shame‘ by ‗repeating‘ before him shameful stories about 
his mother‘s adulterous affairs. Rocky is her beloved child as he 
falls in line with an upbringing in accordance to ‗authentic‘ 
Christian beliefs. Vizenor‘s insight helps us understand the 
replacement of tribal stories with scriptural discourses: 
Moreover, the closure of heard stories in favor of scriptural simulations 
as authentic representations denied a common brush with the shimmer 
of humor, the sources of tribal visions, and tragic wisdom; tribal 
imagination and creation stories were obscured without remorse in 
national histories and the literature of dominance.  
(1999: 17) 
 In Ceremony, characters who have internalized this 
discourse relate stories of war and bloodshed and relish their 
experiences of having killed during the war and of having bedded 
white women. Emo and his friends relish the violence within their 
disturbed psyches and construct their identities upon these stories 
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of violence from their recent past. These stories serve as a 
discourse to replace the Indian stories of belonging and harmony. 
Harmony with the Laguna worldview and Laguna geography is 
brought about by participation in ceremonies and stories, and the 
capability to change is fundamental to survival in Laguna.  
Tayo‘s disturbed psyche and the struggle within his 
conscience is paralleled by the narrative technique used in 
Ceremony. The narrative moves back and forth in time as Tayo 
remembers, in flashback, fragments from his past. The more ―he 
tried to pull them apart and rewind them into their places, they 
snagged and tangled even more‖ (Silko 1977: 7). Tayo‘s confused 
memory is his failure to fuse the corpus of Laguna understanding 
that dates from immemorial times with the present confrontations, 
which include war and violence. Tayo is caught between different 
ways of seeing relationships, and he feels estranged because of his 
failure to perceive the bonds existing between contemporary action 
and mythic prototypes. He is not able to find harmony between 
what Uncle Josiah had taught him and between the unfolding 
events. Whatever he was taught in school and the influence of other 
psychologically colonized Indians initially made Tayo participate 
in the colonial oppressive ideologies. Having attained Indian 
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wisdom from Josiah, he is unable to place his disturbing 
experiences of war in a proper context.  ‗Logic‘ and ‗reason‘ fail to 
serve him. Rocky logically argued with him that his apprehensions 
are false but ―he could follow the logic of what Rocky said, but he 
could not feel anything except a swelling in his belly, a great 
swollen grief that was pushing into his throat‖ (Silko 1977: 8). As 
against Josiah‘s teachings, Tayo is pitted against a different 
identity discourse represented by Rocky, Emo and some other 
Indians. The underlying belief of connectedness in all things leads 
to his connecting the Japanese to his own people. On the other 
hand, his witnessing the bloodshed leads to disharmony and 
uncertainty and makes him skeptical about his participation in 
these activities. In comparison, these activities appear quite normal 
for Rocky and other Indians. Due to Laguna belief in 
interconnectedness and circularity of time, Tayo sees connections 
between the Japanese soldiers and Uncle Josiah:  
The fever made him shiver, and the sweat was stinging his eyes and he 
couldn‘t see clearly; in that instant he saw Josiah standing there; the 
face was dark from the sun, and the eyes were squinting as though he 
were about to smile at Tayo. So Tayo stood there, stiff with nausea, 
while they fired at the soldiers, and he watched his uncle fall, and he 
knew it was Josiah; and even after Rocky started shaking him by the 
shoulders and telling him to stop crying, it was still Josiah lying there. 
[emphasis in the original]  
(Silko 1977: 8) 
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His understanding finds the closeness of the moment of first 
creation when humans were yet to be divided by national and racial 
boundaries. As Betonie later explains to Tayo, ―It isn‘t surprising 
you saw him [Josiah] with them [Japanese]. You saw who they 
were. Thirty thousand years ago they were not strangers. You saw 
what the evil had done: you saw the witchery ranging as wide as 
this world‖ (Silko 1977: 124). Disharmony makes him curse the 
rain and he fails to place his experiences in harmony with the land 
and nature. Besides cursing the rain, he forgot what Josiah had 
taught and advised him regarding the importance of respecting life 
in whatever form it existed. In an earlier instance, after Tayo had 
killed some flies, Josiah reminded him of their importance. 
Narrating the story wherein a green-bottle fly had solicited in 
favour of the people and saved them thus, Josiah advised him to 
‗remember‘ the story next time and refrain from repeating the 
mistake. ―But in the jungle he had not been able to endure the flies 
that had crawled over Rocky; they had enraged him. He had cursed 
their sticky feet and wet mouths, and when he could reach them he 
had smashed them between his hands‖ (Silko 1977: 102). In the 
Laguna context, harmony with plants and animals is of prime 
importance.  As Silko states: 
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[In order to survive in the rough terrain, Laguna] people had to learn 
to… adapt themselves to the plants and animals and so they had a very 
intimate relationship with the plants and animals and believed, for 
example, when the hunters went out that the deer gave themselves to 
the hunter, the hunters did not take them. And so killing things was 
done only for food and even ants and flies were respected and because 
of this love of living beings and this high regard for life it made war 
and having to go kill human beings all the more horrifying and 
disturbing to the Laguna Pueblo men.  
(Online KXJZ's Insight) 
In Ceremony, Silko prioritizes the indigenist perspective, 
which puts more value upon tribal relation with the land as against 
a US nationalist perspective. She unravels the nationalistic 
tendencies of the white American man and pits them against the 
Native values of humanity-centered arguments. She goes on to 
show that Native beliefs encompass animals and land besides 
humans, because of their intimate relationship with human 
existence. For the white American mind, landscape and geography 
are lifeless and separated from human existence. On the contrary, 
Native people see land and geography as an extension of the 
human self and an integral part of identity. Therefore, the 
destruction caused by world wars and irresistible lust for 
dominance, which resulted in immense loss of human lives and 
disruption of balance in the world, is directly linked to 
psychological disruptions at global levels. The white world had 
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developed methods of killing too horrifying to be understood by 
the traditional old Indians: 
In the old way of warfare, you couldn‘t kill another human being in 
battle without knowing it, without seeing the result, because even a 
wounded deer that got up and ran again left great clots of lung blood or 
spilled guts on the ground. That way the hunter knew it would die. 
Human beings were no different. But the old man would not have 
believed white warfare—killing across great distances without 
knowing who or how many had died. It was all too alien to 
comprehend, the mortars and big guns.  
(Silko 1977: 36)  
Karen Piper discusses the importance of understanding the context 
of Indian land devastation brought about by US uranium-mining 
projects around Laguna and states, ―the Laguna response to this 
devastation of the landscape was to include it in their stories thus 
ensuring its memory‖ (1977: 483). Viewed from this context, 
Ceremony can be seen as a strong resistance to the neo-colonial 
aspirations of US corporate institutions as well as US colonialism. 
Consequently, the inclusion of Jackpile Mine into the narrative has 
strong political ramifications. The violation of Native land, 
geography and treaty rights and the subsequent deprivation of 
Native peoples, both economically as well as socially has been 
depicted in the portrayal of Gallup. Relying upon tribal myths and 
worldviews as alternatives, Silko addresses the colonial ambitions 
of the US. Moreover, by portraying the horrors of its colonial 
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ambitions and including not just Native Indians but general 
humanity as the targets of the US colonial oppression, Silko draws 
support at a global level. The destroyers-myth adapted by Silko and 
enlarged by changing its original form completely, enables her to 
encompass humanity at a global level (Silko 1977: 132-138).  
Because of this artistic experiment, Laguna Pueblo perspective, 
―one that embraces the whole of creation and the whole of history 
and time‖ (Silko 1997: 49), comes to attain a central role in 
tackling the US global, industrial and military power. US 
nationalistic ambitions are exposed as oppressive because of their 
ill foundations that rest upon stolen and violated land. The resulting 
wars based upon such ambitions are by implication unjustified and 
powered by ‗witchery‘. Similarly, colonizer‘s nationalist agenda 
deems it necessary for Natives to assimilate in order to belong to 
the US. Importantly enough, this ‗belonging‘ depended upon an 
erasing of their Indianness. With the American uniform on, they 
were respected: ―old white ladies on the street smiled at them… 
These Indians got treated the same as anyone: Wake Island, Iwo 
Jima. They got the same medals for bravery, the same flag over the 
coffin‖ (Silko 1977: 42). But soon after the war is over their Indian 
identity returned: ―All of a sudden that man at the store waits on 
you last, makes you wait until all the white people bought what 
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they wanted. And the white lady at the bus depot, she‘s real careful 
now not to touch your hand when she counts out your change‖ 
(Silko 1977: 42).  
The relocation policies of late 1940s, which were still in the 
air even by late 1970s, were intended to assimilate the Indians in 
the US. However, for many natives the fragmentation brought 
about by the clash of such conflicting worldviews and perspectives 
led to psychic disorders and identity crisis. As Silko mentions in 
her interview with Everett, the novel reflects the problems many 
Natives had to face after returning from Second World War to 
Laguna reservations. Silko states: 
When I was growing up, there were a number of individuals from 
Laguna Pueblo who had been on the Bataan Death March and when 
they came home they were never able to reintegrate themselves into 
the community and a number of these individuals were relatives of 
mine… cousins… and I knew they were not bad men or bad people, 
but something terrible had, sort of, crushed their spirits and I wrote 
Ceremony in part to try to figure out what had happened to them.  
(Online KXJZ's Insight) 
Tayo too is unable to reintegrate into the Laguna community; he is 
unable to resist the colonizer‘s discourse. Ceremony works to resist 
this psychological colonization. Since Emo, Rocky and Tayo had 
all participated in the war, their comparative beliefs and outlooks 
on war and violence provide an important insight into the identity 
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discourse Silko is putting forth.  Tayo has the advantage of relating 
to his land and culture through the influence of Uncle Josiah and 
his grandmother. Rocky, on the other hand, often absent when 
Josiah was passing on the cultural legacy and Native understanding 
to Tayo, internalizes the colonizer‘s discourse to become a star of 
the school. Silko tells us that early in her life, she learned to 
differentiate between the two worlds of the white Americans and 
that of the Native peoples‘ especially by means of her experiences 
at school. There were ‗invisible lines‘ that differentiated the two 
worlds. ―[O]nce we crossed this invisible line onto the school 
grounds talking Indian was  forbidden. ... That was the first thing 
the teachers taught us children on the first day of kindergarten‖ 
(Silko 2010: 48). However, she was able to carry forward the 
legacies from her ancestors and to retain them in her writing 
despite her white education. Similarly, Tayo retains the seminal 
Native understandings and after participating in the healing 
ceremony, he is able to emerge as a much balanced and enlightened 
self.  Initially Tayo too is afraid of change, something that is 
represented in his fear of confronting Betonie, for he has 
internalized a great deal of colonial discourse. 
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In the novel, Betonie provides the counter discourse to the 
colonizers psychological discourse. Silko puts Betonie in direct 
contrast to Ku‘oosh, whose ceremony fails to cure Tayo. After 
failing to cure, Ku‘oosh concludes: ―there are some things we can‘t 
cure like we used to,…not since the white people came. The others 
who had the Scalp Ceremony, some of them are not better either‖ 
(Silko 1977: 38). As her perspective unfolds in the narrative, we 
find Silko believing in Betonie as the representative of the true 
spirit of Laguna ceremonies. As remarked earlier, Silko is 
prioritizing the dynamic character of Laguna culture and stories as 
the most essential and vital quality. Put in this context, Betonie, 
who modifies the ceremonies, modifies the very meaning of a 
medicine man in the Laguna context. Tayo is surprised to confront 
him, and is not, initially, able to connect to him. ―This Betonie 
didn‘t talk the way Tayo expected a medicine man to talk. He 
didn‘t act like a medicine man at all‖ (Silko 1977: 118). 
Symbolically enough, this initial failure of Tayo to relate to and 
recognize Betonie is what comprises his inefficiency to come to 
terms with his late experiences. His knowledge of the past lacked 
the dynamism that would have enabled him to come to terms with 
his present. After looking at ―tin cans and broken glass, blinding 
reflections off the mirrors and chrome of the wrecked cars in the 
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dump below‖ in Gallup, he wonders, ―how the medicine man could 
look down at it every day‖ (Silko 1977: 117). Tayo is unable to 
understand how Betonie could confront the extreme deplorable 
state to which the Indians had been reduced over the centuries of 
white contact symbolized by Gallup. Betonie helps Tayo gain 
important insights into the contemporary realities and helps him 
learn the means of fusing the past with the present. The ceremony 
that eventually cures Tayo becomes symbolic of the curative 
potential of cultural syncretism and of cross-cultural identity 
formation. Even though Betonie lived on the fringes of reservation 
lands, ―rode the train‖ (Silko 1977: 120) and was educated in a 
white school, yet he is also the medicine man who subscribes to 
what the colonial white discourse would term as superstition. As 
against a traditional medicine man, Betonie has as his resource an 
amalgamation of things Indian as well as things related to the white 
contact. In his hogan, ―bouquets of dried sage‖ and ―brown leaves 
of mountain tobacco‖ were placed alongside ―bundles of 
newspapers,‖ piles of telephone books and coke bottles (Silko 
1977: 120). This amalgamation represents his fundamental belief 
that the ceremonies must shift and grow to incorporate the very 
white society that threatens to destroy them.  Change, remarks 
Betonie, is necessary for the ceremonies to remain strong:  
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At one time, the ceremonies as they had been performed were enough 
for the way the world was then. But after the white people came, 
elements in this world began to shift; and it became necessary to create 
new ceremonies. I have made changes in the rituals. The people 
mistrust this greatly, but only this growth keeps the ceremonies strong.  
(Silko 1977: 126) 
In many respects, Betonie can be likened to Silko in that 
both lived on the fringes of Indian reservation, literally as well as 
metaphorically; both had a fusion of white education and an 
underlying Indian system of values. Accordingly, in the discourse 
presented by Silko we find that she does not resist white 
colonizer‘s oppression by forwarding a ‗pure‘ countering native 
nationalist discourse; she subverts the oppressor‘s ideology which 
is focused upon maintaining binary structures and fixed opposites 
of colonial and racial discourse. Silko, delicately and artistically 
depicts dynamism as an essential part of indigenous culture. 
Against a pure, static and recognizable ‗other‘ (the ―invented‖ 
Indian as Vizenor and Owens would call it), she affirms a hybrid 
view of identity. Similarly, the depiction of the Indians at Gallup 
reveals the colonial workings behind their portrayal as products of 
colonial imagination for ceremonial display for tourists and for 
defining what should constitute ‗Indianness‘. However, the 
philosophy of hybridity and cultural transformation that Ceremony 
puts forward refutes the perception of ―the Indian identity‖ and 
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resists the image of Indian culture as sterile, pure and immutable. 
In the interactions between Tayo and Betonie, Silko offers a 
corrective and alternative view of Indian cultural dynamism. 
Betonie is contrastingly placed against the binary perspective of 
Indian/ White discourse.  
Indigenous land and culture emerges as the matrix that 
sustains and nourishes the indigenous population. For achieving a 
balanced personality and identity, the Indians have to arrive at 
meanings via the routes of indigenous worldviews, ceremonies and 
rituals. This dynamism is informed by the cultural interaction with 
that of the outsiders and the subsequent changes that are reflected 
in the land and manners of the indigenous populations. Betonie‘s 
ceremony is modified to form an accessible solution for Tayo‘s 
confused self.  A prejudiced discarding view portraying the white 
as diametrically opposite to this indigenous perception weakens the 
process of confronting the white perspective. Silko artistically 
breaks the diametric opposition of the white by introducing the 
destroyer‘s myth and by focusing upon the necessity of becoming 
accessible to the other and on similar terms make the ‗other‘ 
accessible in the process.  Silko‘s approach goes beyond 
universalism and narrow pluralistic point of view to encompass the 
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whole, without shunning the roots. The metaphoric use of the word 
‗witchery‘ in the novel helps the readers to stay away from getting 
into the colonial trap of binary oppositions. Instead of definitive 
final word upon evil, Silko deals with the concept of evil as 
residing within humanity as a whole. In the myth the Indian 
witches created the whites and this view turns the whole discourse 
topsy-turvy. Besides breaking the notion of pure Indian identity, 
Silko also acts upon the notion of diametrically opposite pure white 
self. Betonie explains to Tayo: 
That is the trickery of the witchcraft,… They want us to believe all evil 
resides with white people. Then we will look no further to see what is 
really happening. They want us to separate ourselves from white 
people, to be ignorant and helpless as we watch our own destruction. 
But white people are only tools that the witchery manipulates; and I 
tell you, we can deal with white people, with their machines and their 
beliefs. We can because we invented white people; it was Indian 
witchery that made white people in the first place.  
(Silko 1977: 132) 
As Fanon would tell us that oppressive discourse relies upon 
creating fixed divisions between ‗self‘ and ‗other‘ because such 
rigid categorisations help those in power to ―colonise the norm‖ 
(Fanon 2008), or as  Toni Morrison argues in her interview to 
Times Magazine that it is the presence of  blacks serving as a 
―buffer in this country between powers to prevent class war‖ by 
means of which the white American self identifies itself (Morrison 
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1994: 255). At another place she remarks that the presence of an 
inferior other ensures that the American self finds itself as ―not 
enslaved, but free; not repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but 
licenced and powerful‖ (Morrison 1992: 52).  
Silko confronts the white American Christian outlook and 
education that serve as tools to widen the differences for 
authenticating binary opposition between the white and the racist 
other. Science and Christianity, which had been used as 
unquestionable authentic means to understanding in the white 
discourse, are analyzed in contrast to Native Indian beliefs and 
outlooks. Christianity comes under attack because it justified the 
stealing of land from the Natives and served the white man‘s 
colonial ambitions rather than serving humanity. Silko says, ―from 
start, I had no use for Christianity because the Christians made up 
such terrible lies about Indian people that it was clear to me they 
would lie about other matters also‖ (Silko 1997: 17). Against this, 
the indigenous understanding, as it is unfolded and presented in 
Laguna stories and myths, is based upon respecting basic human 
values like justice and peace and demand for balance and harmony. 
Moreover, ―Christianity separated the people from themselves; it 
tried to crush the single clan name, encouraging each person to 
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stand alone, because Jesus Christ would save only the individual 
soul‖ (Silko 1977: 68). Education, as it existed in the white 
schools, rested upon racial and colonial ambitions. Home-
economics teachers taught girls to dress ―exactly like the white 
girls‖ (Silko 1977: 69), the science teacher ―explained what 
superstition was, and then held the science textbook up for the 
class to see the true source of explanations‖ (Silko 1977: 94). By 
these two means, Native people‘s consciousness was splintered 
into two to create an alienated class of people caught between two 
worlds, one of their Indian roots and the other of white aspirations. 
Silko exposes and analyses the results of such bifurcated minds in 
the depiction of such characters as Auntie, Emo, Tayo‘s mother 
Laura, Helen Jean, Leroy, Harley and Pinkie.  These Indians 
internalize white perspectives and look at indigenous foundations 
through the prism of white American colonial spectacles. The 
colonial teachings teach the Indians to look at themselves as 
inferior and the whites as superior which result in colonial 
dichotomies and hierarchies. The dichotomies that evolve in the 
Indian understanding evidently lead to disruptions and imbalances 
characterized by violent behavior of disturbed Indians like Emo. 
Laura and Helen Jean try to look ―like white girls‖ (Silko 1977: 
69). Auntie, caught in the Christian values, denounces tribal 
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religions and beliefs as inferior and embraces the catholic concepts 
of sin, guilt and suffering. She cherishes the image of herself as a 
sufferer and a martyr (Silko 1977: 29-30). She had internalized the 
Christian understanding coloured by colonial underpinnings and 
experienced immense shame at what Laura had done. Then she 
tries to transfer these feelings of shame from herself to Tayo whom 
she sees as a manifestation of this shame. Tayo is the hybrid 
product that represented colonization of Indians at the hands of the 
whites. Emo‘s hatred for Tayo is yet another manifestation of this 
internalized psychological colonization. He hates Tayo for being a 
mixedblood and expresses his anger by abusing him with respect to 
his mother. Indian men felt heroism and self-validation in bedding 
a superior white woman (Silko 1977: 55) and interpreted the Indian 
woman‘s intercourse with a white man as emasculation of their 
male Indian selves, a representation of colonial disempowerment 
and dispossession. Hatred for Tayo was, thus, a product and 
representation of colonization of the Indians at the hands of the 
whites. Consequently, it is not surprising that such a discourse 
results in a fear of confronting hybridity. Thus, Tayo as a hybrid 
feels alienated and psychologically disturbed. Initially Tayo does 
not understand the reasons of his being disliked and says to Night 
Swan, ―‗I always wished I had dark eyes like other people. When 
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they look at me they remember [his mother‘s adultery] things that 
happened.‖ (Silko 1977: 99). But she explains to him: 
 They are afraid, Tayo. They feel something happening, they can see 
something happening around them, and it scares them. Indians or 
Mexicans or whites—most people are afraid of change. They think that 
if their children have the same color of skin, the same color of eyes, 
that nothing is changing. …They are fools. They blame us, the ones 
who look different. That way they don‘t have to think about what has 
happened inside themselves.  
(Silko 1977: 100) 
The colour of Tayo‘s eyes symbolizes hybridity in the narrative. 
Both Betonie and the Mexican dancer (Night Swan), share this 
character with Tayo. Jana Sequoya addresses this issue of identity 
politics in Ceremony in her two articles titled, ―How! Is an Indian: 
A Contest of Stories‖ (1993) and ―Telling the différence: 
Representations of Identity in the Discourse of Indianness‖ (1995). 
Sequoya (1993: 457-60) points out that one of the flaws in the 
novel is that irreconcilable tension exists in the novel in the form of 
a conflict between the acculturated tribal mediator (like Silko and 
Betonie who identify along the lines of more mainstream, 
assimilative and ―centrifugal‖ identity configurations) and the more 
traditional tribal community (who adhere to local, ―centripetal‖ and 
―conservative‖ social goals and structures of identity). Sequoya 
observes that Ceremony enacts this conflict under the cover of 
binary relationship between mixedblood and full blood Indians. 
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Clearly, Silko prioritizes hybrid identity discourse by portraying 
hybrid identities like Tayo, Betonie and Night Swan in positive 
terms and the pure bloods like Emo and Rocky as failures. On 
similar terms, the Indian ceremony performed along the more 
traditional, tribal lines by Ku‘oosh fails to cure, whereas Betonie‘s 
modified ceremony succeeds. 
The ceremony that cures Tayo eventually breaks the spell of 
violence and hatred as Tayo restraints himself from reciprocating 
Emo‘s violence and bloodshed. At a broader level, the novel acts as 
a ceremony for the readers to actively participate in a process of 
change. Silko‘s argument convincingly puts forth the necessity of 
relating to land and culture by means of stories which serve as 
means of sharing a common aesthetic, an aesthetic which forms the 
essence of the Indian communities. As against this view, the whites 
relate to America and the Indians by means of discursive texts, 
which are fundamentally based upon colonizing ambition of 
justifying land theft. In her childhood Silko had witnessed the 
workings of ―power structure of mainstream society‖ after 
experiencing the lawsuit wherein the ―Pueblos of Laguna filed a 
big lawsuit against the state of New Mexico for six million acres of 
land the state wrongfully took‖ (Silko 1997: 18-20). Silko remarks, 
Chapter II 
96 
 
―the old folks were going up against the state of New Mexico with 
only the stories‖ in order to justify their claim on land (Silko 1997: 
18). The bitter experiences of the confiscation of their land 
prompted Silko to join law school. However, later on she realized 
that ―injustice is built in the Anglo-American legal system‖ and she 
―decided the only way to seek justice was through the power of 
stories‖ (Silko 1997: 19-20). Ceremony could be thus read as an 
attempt to provide a substructure, an epistemological discourse 
validating indigenous stories as ‗authentic‘ historical evidences of 
Native claims to their land and culture. It also provides a 
countering authentic history that asks for revision of 
epistemological foundations upon which Eurocentric white 
historical and legal discourse rests. For the white American she 
suggests an acceptance and confession of evils committed against 
the Indian peoples for centuries together. Thus, the discursive 
stereotyping of the Indian as savage and inferior would be broken 
and the spell of witchery would fall back to from where it started. 
An important passage about Silko‘s modified concept of witchery 
in the ‗Destroyers‘ myth occurs in the text that encompasses the 
essence of Silko‘s approach in resisting white oppression: 
The liars had fooled everyone, white people and Indians alike; as long 
as people believed the lies, they would never be able to see what had 
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been done to them or what they were doing to each other. … If the 
white people never looked beyond the lie, to see that theirs was a 
nation built on stolen land, then they would never be able to 
understand how they had been used by the witchery; they would never 
know that they were still being manipulated by those who knew how to 
stir the ingredients together: white thievery and injustice boiling up the 
anger and hatred that would finally destroy the world: the starving 
against the fat, the colored against the white. The destroyers had only 
to set it into motion, and sit back to count the casualties. But it was 
more than a body count; the lies devoured white hearts, and for more 
than two hundred years white people had worked to fill their 
emptiness; they tried to glut the hollowness with patriotic wars and 
with great technology and the wealth it brought. And always they had 
been fooling themselves, and they knew it.  
(Silko 1977: 191) 
Consequently, the basic American ideals of manifest destiny, 
individualism and diseased nationalism are dealt a blow in 
Ceremony. Silko suggests that  mechanized outlook on life and 
land symbolized by automobiles, mining industries and 
technological advances have to be limited and checked by living in 
harmony with the land and animals to save humanity from 
becoming a servant and prey to these advancements. Ceremony by 
implication suggests that mining, modern sophisticated wars and 
other violations against mother earth have resulted in draughts and 
ecological imbalances. Even though Tayo‘s mother is violated he 
does not find her memories repulsive. As against him, Auntie who 
has internalized a greater deal of colonizer‘s ideologies, ―counts 
Chapter II 
98 
 
life by crosses,‖ fails to realize the importance of maternal 
relationship because ―Jesus Christ was not like the Mother who 
loved and cared for them as her children, as her family‖ (Silko 
1977: 68). White policy makers in the US were involved in a 
cultural genocide of the Indian population and a recurrent trend in 
the policymaking was the weaning away of the Indian children 
from the ―bad influences‖ of their parents, land and culture. 
Throughout her writing career, Silko repeatedly deals discursive 
blows upon these US policies intended to separate the Indian 
mothers from their children. Silko argues in one of her interviews 
regarding the understanding of a ―conventional mother‖ and the 
assumption that mothers as depicted in Gallup ―are unfit and their 
children should be taken from them‖ (Arnold 2000: 24). Silko 
shifts the focus from conventional/ unconventional dichotomy to 
exploring the importance of maternal relationship and affection for 
a child. She argues, ―no one really has the perfect mother,‖ but for 
a child the mother is indispensable and cannot be restricted or 
valued by constraining definitions of perfection or imperfection or 
Christian values (Arnold 2000: 24). 
Silko suggests that Indians should confront their present in 
light of the legacies from the past. Remembrance and memory play 
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an important part in the narrative and help Tayo to come to a 
proper understanding of his fragmented psychic condition. Tayo 
was in conflict with his past that was interlinked with communal 
consciousness and he knew its nature right from the start:  
But he had known the answer all along, even while the white doctors 
were telling him he could get well and he was trying to believe them: 
medicine didn‘t work that way, because the world didn‘t work that 
way. His sickness was only part of something larger, and his cure 
would be found only in something great and inclusive of everything.  
(Silko 1977: 125) 
Similarly, the diverse social problems faced by the Indians have to 
be approached and understood in the larger cultural and historical 
context of the Native Americans. Individualistic white approaches 
fail to suffice. Ceremony exemplifies a communal all-
encompassing approach in tackling evil and colonial oppressive 
discourses. The narrative does not obey the Eurocentric linear 
structure neither does it rest upon linear understanding of time. In 
Tayo‘s story, meanings are not arrived at in a linear fashion. 
Meanings happen and unfold before the readers just like a spider‘s 
web, which remains unrecognizable until it is complete. Ceremony 
goes beyond the white American aesthetic confinements to reveal 
complicated workings of human mind as it incorporates aspects 
from Indian land and culture to arrive at a meaningful whole, 
which encompasses the whole cosmos and our relation to it.
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Storyteller: Telling Laguna Stories 
 
fter the publication of her novel Ceremony, Leslie 
Marmon Silko continuing her literary endeavours, 
contributed to different genres in Native American 
literature. Prominent among these contributions are her novels 
Almanac of the Dead (1991), Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the 
Spirit (1993), Gardens in the Dunes (1999), Storyteller (1981), 
Sacred Water (1993) and her recent memoir Turquoise Ledge 
(2010).  In these works, Silko carried forward her innovative 
tendencies as a writer to further her resistance against colonialism 
and put forth an identity discourse within which she ascertains her 
individual/cultural identity. Within the epistemological and 
aesthetic boundaries of the tribal insights, Silko indulges in a 
participatory project wherein different voices cooperate with her 
personal voice to put forth an alternate definition of the Indian 
while simultaneously resisting the white colonial projections. 
Cynthia Carsten states that, ―in order to resist the narrative 
emplotment of their histories and identities as dictated and 
controlled by Euroamerican worldviews, American Indian writers 
have had to devise strategies to challenge the ideologies inherent in 
A 
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the dominant culture's conventions of knowledge and truth‖ (2006: 
107). Storyteller, in particular, breaks away from impositions of the 
colonizing Euroamerican discourse regarding art and literature by 
perpetually indulging in a communal participatory activity and 
thereby, doing away with individualistic and Eurocentric notions 
regarding the functioning of a text. 
Storyteller comprises of eight short stories each of which had 
been published previously with some of them having appeared in 
more than one collection. However, in Storyteller these short 
stories are placed alongside various other texts and photographs 
that enrich the reading of each individual story and put them in an 
important context. A context that, besides being communal, is 
autobiographical in nature and reconnects these stories with 
indigenous sources. These contextualizing texts that surround the 
short stories include redactions of Pueblo myths and tales, 
fragments of letters, poems and autobiographical and family 
history vignettes and twenty six photographs. Regarding the 
structure of Storyteller Silko remarks, ―Storyteller’s layout is real 
deliberate. I did that. We went round and round. I did all the layout 
on that because a lot of Storyteller was published in other places. 
The key to Storyteller is the way it‘s all put together‖ (Silko 1992: 
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29). Any approach to Storyteller has to be grounded upon an 
understanding of the organic unity of the work as a whole. Silko, 
has on various occasions, dealt with the question of arriving at 
meaning after a study of her texts. The image of a spider web 
underlies the structure of Storyteller as well. Many studies of 
Storyteller have stressed upon its structural unity. Hirsch comments 
that in Storyteller, ―successive narrative episodes cast long 
shadows both forward and back, lending different or 
complementary shades of meaning to those preceding them and 
offering perspectives from which to consider those that follow‖ 
(1988: 3). Information and understanding regarding the reading of 
the stories are present within the book itself. Storyteller is a book 
about stories and about storytelling and the different dynamics 
involved in rendering into written form stories rooted in an oral 
tradition. 
Jaskoski (1998: 6) states that the book defies any specific 
genre classification while Arnold Krupat (1989: 161) treats it as an 
autobiography of an Indian nature. In an article, Sanja Runtic 
(online Remapping) analyses Storyteller as a novel while Linda 
Danielson comments that, ―The book is not a novel, not an 
autobiography‖ (Danielson 1988: 329), and suggests a poetic 
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reading. Storyteller can thus be read as a work that functions in the 
―contact zones‖ (Pratt 1998: 173), between Native oral tradition 
and the Eurocentric form of writing, defying any easy 
categorization. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin point out a similar 
fact: 
The interaction of english writing with the older traditions of orature or 
literature in post-colonial societies, and the emergence of a writing 
which has as a major aim the assertion of social and cultural 
difference, have radically questioned easy assumptions about the 
characteristics of the genres we usually employ as structuring and 
categorizing definitives (novel, lyric, epic, play, etc.).  
(2004: 179) 
Besides, as Jameson points out, ―a genre is essentially a socio-
symbolic message, or, in other terms that form is immanently and 
intrinsically an ideology in its own right‖ (1981: 141). Silko‘s 
writing is characteristically coloured by an inherent resistance to 
oppressor‘s superimposed conventions and epistemological 
foundations. Resistance plays an essential part in ascertaining an 
identity based upon an original creative discourse that Silko puts 
forth by serving as a mediator for her acquired tribal insights which 
she remodels and adapts for her writing.   
In her article titled ―To Understand This World Differently: 
Reading and Subversion in Leslie Marmon Silko's Storyteller,‖ 
Krumholz analyses Storyteller as a work that functions as an 
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‗autoethnographic text,‘ a concept she borrows from Mary Louise 
Pratt wherein she describes it as ―a text in which people undertake 
to describe themselves in ways that engage with representations 
others have made of them‖ (Pratt 1998: 175). The creation of self-
representations by means of ―selective collaboration with and 
appropriation of idioms of the metropolis or the conqueror‖ which 
are ―merged or infiltrated to varying degrees with indigenous 
idioms to create self-representations intended to intervene in 
metropolitan modes of understanding‖ (Pratt 1998: 175). Krumholz 
asserts that though Silko is actively involved with the terms of the 
dominant culture, yet she moves progressively into a Laguna 
context, ―shifting the reader‘s perspective from one interpretative 
position to another‖ (1994: 91). In this fashion, she formulates and 
puts forth an Indian perspective about Indian identity. However, 
Pratt remarks, ―Miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, 
unread masterpieces, absolute heterogeneity of meaning… are 
some of the perils of writing in the contact zone‖ (Pratt 1998: 179). 
Storyteller encompasses varied texts and techniques that try to do 
away with these perils. Autobiographical instances that underlie 
Silko‘s Storyteller provide insights about Native American life and 
culture around Laguna. Readers understand different problems the 
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Native people have had to face and the ways in which the Laguna 
people confront these problems by deriving power from stories. 
Brown (1995: 173) suggests that Silko constantly evades the 
Eurocentric methods of approach forcing the readers into an 
awareness of their deficiencies, thereby making them shift their 
approaches and modes of cognition. Thus she creates the need for a 
hermeneutic approach, by involving the readers in a process of 
change and forces them to adapt to Native American approaches to 
literature. In the initial stories in Storyteller, Silko leaves gaps 
within the narrative suggesting the problems inherent in transition 
from oral mode of narration to written mode. Thereby, she makes 
textual statements that rely equally upon absence and lack in 
communication besides formulations that convey meaning. 
Eurocentric perspective imposes the superiority of the written word 
over the spoken but Silko shows the limitations of the written text 
and instead produces a text that constantly points towards failure in 
conveying complete meanings. An instance of these voids is a brief 
anecdote at the center of the book wherein Silko recalls stopping to 
chat with Nora, a neighbor in the village. As a reaction to Nora‘s 
observation regarding the difference between the spoken and the 
written version of a story, Silko remarks, ―…that‘s the trouble with 
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writing,‘ I said, / ‗You can‘t go on and on the way we do / when 
we tell stories around here. / People who aren‘t used to it get tired‘‖ 
(Silko 1981: 110). Jaskoski adds an important observation: ―This 
vignette brings the Laguna audience into the text, acknowledging 
the intertextuality of Silko‘s written and oral materials— even as it 
suggests to the non-Laguna reader how much is silent in the book‖ 
(Jaskoski 1998: 9). In this context, land assumes importance as a 
means capable of conveying what the colonizers restrictive 
discourse tries to silence. Fanon writes, ―For a colonized people the 
most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and 
foremost the land: the land which will bring them bread and, above 
all, dignity‖ (Fanon 1963: 44). Silko contextualizes the Laguna 
land and geography to qualify her meanings and, importantly, the 
inclusion of these elements places her writing within an 
indomitable history of Laguna people. Piper states, ―In contrast to 
the notion of a fictional landscape as being separate from any 
territory, Silko describes the way in which Laguna stories also 
functioned as maps‖ (Piper 1997: 486) Most of the stories treat the 
land as a living character. Meanings are infused into land by 
relating different geographical locations with specific stories. Such 
characterization of land creates an alternate history of the Native 
peoples as it shifts focus from Eurocentric point of view to 
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indigenous means of looking at the past. Besides, Silko explains 
that these stories perform multiple and diverse roles; she says, 
―Pueblo narratives are not bedtime stories or light entertainment. 
Through the narratives Pueblo people have for thousands of years 
maintained and transmitted their entire culture…‖ (Silko 1997: 
178). Further, she says that stories help the Laguna Pueblos to put 
things in perspective: 
The storytelling had the effect of placing an incident in wider context 
of Pueblo history so that individual loss or failure was less 
personalized and became part of the village‘s eternal narratives about 
loss and failure, narratives that identify the village and that tell the 
people who they are.  
(Silko 1997: 91) 
Thus, individual loss is minimised and belonging to the community 
becomes a means to resist the psychological as well as physical 
oppression and colonisation. Stories like the original Yellow 
Woman stories and the hummah-ha stories that Silko heard from 
her aunts in her childhood serve as the underlying models upon 
which Silko structures her stories which depict day-to-day events 
in the Laguna community. By these fusions, Silko erases the 
boundaries between fact and fiction. Such an erasing characterizes 
Silko‘s art, denoting a shift towards oral discourse and asserts the 
superimposed prototypic models as means of identifying and 
belonging. The dynamic tendency in orally transmitted stories and 
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their independence from written form renders them vulnerable to 
being forgotten and lost. However, Silko tells us that the Laguna 
storytelling tradition does not insist upon preserving the stories for 
the sake of their intrinsic value (Arnold 2000: 72). Stories have 
their meaning and importance within the context of the social 
situation and besides the textual transcriptional part, the storyteller 
and the audience are organically involved in a story and its 
performance. Therefore, Silko believes that the purpose of the 
Storyteller is not merely to forward the text as an end in itself but 
to ―make accessible certain ways of seeing things‖ (Arnold 2000: 
26). Silko further explains the beauty of storytelling for in it ―you 
can stop the storyteller and ask questions and have things 
explained‖ and it leads to ―an experience or perception being made 
accessible to those people‖ (Arnold 2000: 26). An instance of this 
is the verbal asides Silko inserts into the written text in order to 
explain words or situations. Accordingly, her aim is to make 
accessible what has been inaccessible ―depending on how familiar 
[one is] with the context‖ (Arnold 2000: 26).  
In the Laguna community, speaking is seen as more 
authentic than writing. As Silko remarks, ―a written speech or 
statement is highly suspect because the true feelings of the speaker 
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remain hidden as she reads words that are detached from the 
occasion and audience‖ (Silko 1997: 48). Silko prioritizes the oral 
tradition of Laguna community as a more authentic and meaningful 
source of information about place and people. She even relies upon 
local gossip as an authentic source and says, ―I don‘t look upon 
them [gossip stories] as gossip. The connotation is all wrong. 
These stories about goings-on, about what people are up to, give 
identity to a place‖ (Silko 1998: 95). Storyteller is full of these 
‗gossip stories‘ which help the readers to put other, more 
conventional stories into a proper perspective. Silko uses her art to 
propagate the stories and in the process, she builds upon them. She 
explains the constructive tendencies as part of the overall method 
in the storytelling tradition. As a child, she listened to stories from 
her Aunt Alice and Aunt Susie and noticed the changes they would 
make with each retelling: 
I know Aunt Susie and Aunt Alice would tell me stories they had told 
me before but with changes in details or descriptions. The story was 
the important thing and little changes here and there were really part of 
the story. There were even stories about the different versions of 
stories and how they imagined these different versions came to be.  
(Silko 1981: 227) 
Besides relying upon living, communal storytelling and gossip 
stories, Silko adds photographs of land and people to provide a 
visual aspect to the stories. Silko writes in the acknowledgement of 
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Storyteller that the photographs ―are themselves part of the stories‖ 
(Silko 1981). In her essays on photography published in Yellow 
Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit, she explains her critical views 
regarding the use of photographs alongside the text and the bearing 
photographs have upon the overall meaning. Her use of 
photographs in Storyteller is meant to change the ways in which we 
look at the imaginative landscape and mindscape forged in the 
stories. Silko states regarding the Indian photographers: 
―Euroamericans desperately need to believe that the indigenous 
people and cultures that were destroyed were somehow less than 
human; Indian photographers are proof to the contrary‖ (Silko 
1997: 177). She attempts to undermine the contemporary white 
views about Indians by retrieving photographs of her ancestors and 
the landscape and harmonizing the contemporary experiences in 
continuity with the past. With the help of photographs capturing 
land and culture of the past, Silko challenges the white claims over 
Indian images, people and land. Regarding the photo collection 
they had in their family, Silko remarks that almost all the 
photographs had a story associated with it which qualified and put 
additional meaning and significance to the photo and vice-versa, 
the stories got intermingled with the photographic images (Silko 
1997: 176). Stories are inseparable from the people and the places. 
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Therefore, these photographs are vital to the stories; Aunt Susie, 
Great Grandmother A‘mooh (Marie Anaya) and Grandfather Hank 
are necessary and are organically connected with the stories Silko 
is narrating. By combining multiple voices and narratives in the 
Storyteller, Silko makes storytelling an all-encompassing 
community work. Silko‘s storytelling is open to varied voices as 
her language in the stories is always bound up with tribal 
memories. The storyteller is not an authoritative authorial voice but 
a transmitter whose retelling gives birth to a new voice by retelling 
stories that are part of a big story and therefore cannot be 
exhausted.  Silko says, ―As with any generation / the oral tradition 
depends upon each person / listening and remembering a portion / 
and it is together- / all of us remembering what we have heard 
together- / that creates the whole story / the long story of the 
people‖ (Silko 1981: 6-7). In her essay ―An Old-Time Indian 
Attack Conducted in Two Parts‖ first published in 1976, Silko put 
forth one of the sharpest criticism of white implicit racist 
assumptions about Native American culture and literature:  that the 
white man ―has the ability to perceive and master the essential 
beliefs, values and emotions of persons from Native American 
communities,‖ and that ―prayers, chants and stories weaseled out 
by the early white ethnographers which are now collected in 
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ethnological journals, are public property‖ (Silko 1981a: 211-212). 
Silko‘s essay was followed by Hobson‘s essay ―The Rise of the 
White Shaman as a New Version of Cultural Imperialism‖ 
published in 1977 whose burden is the same. Hobson coined the 
term ―White Shamanism‖ explaining the pseudo-Indian 
appropriation and imitation of different aspects of Native traditions 
by the whites (Blaser 2006: 189). Silko‘s mixed-blood ancestry 
infused in her an awareness and sensitivity towards both white-
American as well as Native Laguna traditions. She uses this 
awareness to put forward an alternative to white shamanism and 
sets the Native art free from confining, appropriating and 
stereotyping practices of writers such as Oliver La Farge or Gary 
Snyder. Establishing credibility is of foremost importance in orally 
transmitted narratives. The storyteller should first have the 
credibility and trust to be allowed to restructure and produce stories 
and narratives for the community. Therefore, by means of tracing 
the roots and explaining the sources, Silko is establishing her 
credibility as an indigenous Laguna writer.  
Krumholz divides Storyteller into six thematic divisions. The 
first two sections, drawn from Bernard A Hirsch‘s analysis of 
Storyteller and the remaining four correspond to Danielson‘s 
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understanding of the book. The first section in this division is titled 
‗Survival‘. Survival is a recurring theme throughout the book; 
however, Silko relates the survival of the native culture with a 
process of reconnecting with the indigenous culture by means of 
dynamic, evolving stories through meanings derived from living, 
interpreting Laguna community. Thus, even local gossips serve to 
qualify the meanings of these stories. Silko tells us that she was 
never tempted to go to the BAE (Bureau of American Ethnology) 
reports because in the local narratives she had found a continuum 
(Jaskoski 1998: 96-97). The continuum serves as the unifying 
theme in the Storyteller wherein we can decipher a continuum 
between the oral storytelling and the written text. Similarly, a 
continuum exists between individual memory and the communal 
memory.  Remembrance by means of memory and imagination as 
the means to survival are the underlying concerns of the stories. 
Momaday in Man Made of Words (1979) expresses the faith in the 
power of language to create identity. Man, he says, tells ―stories in 
order to understand his experience . . . . Only when he is embodied 
in an idea, and the idea is realized in language, can man take 
possession of himself.‖ (qtd. in Gelfant 2000: 513). Silko indulges 
in an enterprise to adapt the colonizer‘s language to meet the needs 
of the Laguna community. The quest for identity is central to all 
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the stories in Storyteller. This quest is given a ritualistic structure 
in the book and the stories form a part of this ritual (Krumholz 
1994: 90). The readers are initiated into a ritualistic reading of the 
stories and with the progression in the book, a consequent change 
in understanding takes place and the readers shift in perspective is 
complete. This shift in perspective moulds the readers‘ connections 
with the Indian land and culture and makes them a part of an 
overall dynamic framework within which  individuals identify by 
relating to the whole.  
―Storyteller‖ and ―Lullaby‖ are interrelated as both the 
stories depict the loss and suffering the Native people had to face 
due to the intrusion of the white race. The initial section of the 
book depicts the problems inherent in conveying to an audience 
accustomed to a Eurocentric reading approach, the aesthetics of 
survival that lie at the heart of Laguna stories and storytelling. 
White American education and methods of appropriation by means 
of assimilation are conspicuous in both the stories. Besides, there is 
a depiction of many women in this section who function as strong, 
resilient characters in the face of adversity and propagate the 
cultural legacies to the forthcoming generations. The first section 
brings us to a confrontation of the storytellers who are mostly 
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women and as Wiget remarks, ―[F]or Silko, the relationship 
between storyteller and listener is a maternal one, no matter what 
the biological sex of the participants may be‖ (1996: 503). The two 
photographs in this section, show Aunt Susie and Grandma 
A‘mooh and their presence is felt in the stories too. Hirsch points 
to the importance of reading the stories in this section in close 
proximity with the photographs and other textual pieces in order to 
fathom the unifying theme of survival and continuity in this 
section. Importantly enough, the photographs offer a visual 
perception of these women who are presented as invaluable 
cultural assets. Silko, too received the cultural wisdom they 
possessed as a legacy and her attempt to forward this legacy forms 
the thematic concern of Storyteller. Consequently, her role as an 
author is replaced by her status as a mediator and the reader‘s 
attention is drawn towards the multiple voices within the narrative. 
This validates Silko‘s communal experiences as it reveals the roots 
of narrative renderings. It also points to the strength of these 
women storytellers by means of which they were able to ―run the 
show‖ in the family affairs besides being able to imprint their 
‗scholarly‘ understanding regarding native culture and 
understanding upon Silko‘s mind (see Silko 2000: 78). A similar 
strength is shown as part of the character of the Native people that 
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enact the stories in the Storyteller. Close relation is also drawn 
between the storyteller and mother. An instance of this is evident in 
Silko‘s retelling of the story of the little girl who committed suicide 
because her mother refused to give her Yashtoah. Since this story 
was first narrated to Silko by her Aunt Susie,  Silko remarks, ―Aunt 
Susie always spoke the words of the mother to her daughter / with 
great tenderness, with great feeling / as if Aunt Susie herself was 
the mother / addressing her little child…(1981: 15)‖.  Krumholz 
points out, ―Some of the stories in the Survival section also tell of 
the matrilineage of storytelling, its power and its tensions‖ (1994: 
97). Besides tracing the matrilineage of the stories, the mother 
image of the storyteller ensures the development of trust and faith 
between the reader and the narrator, something that acts as the first 
step in the initiation of the reader into a ritualistic transformation.  
Land assumes the role of a living character in both ―Storyteller‖ 
and ―Lullaby‖ as it also assumes the image of a mother. Thereby, 
storytellers, mothers and the land are interconnected in this section. 
Silko remarks regarding the ―Storyteller‖: ―nowhere is landscape 
more crucial to the outcome than in my short story ‗Storyteller‘‖ 
(Silko 1996: 44).  
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―Storyteller‖ is a story set in arctic Inuit country near Bethel, 
Alaska and despite its remoteness from the immediate setting of 
Laguna, this story has an important role in the book. The story tells 
of three Eskimos living in a shack, an old couple and a girl. After 
the death of the old woman, the younger one has sex with 
Gussucks (whites) in the village where the oil drillers live, and one 
day she tempts the storeman, who had been responsible for her 
parents‘ death, but never taken to court, to run after her to the river 
where she lets him drown. The method employed by the young girl 
to drown the storeman and the subsequent insistence of the girl 
upon her statement confessing murder, pose a challenge to the 
white reader regarding issues of crime and sin. Besides, it forces a 
shift in the readers understanding regarding the relationship the 
Native Americans have with the land. Throughout the book, 
Silko‘s strong sense of the place shows itself repeatedly. However, 
by telling a story about a place other than Laguna, ―Storyteller‖ 
takes this sense beyond the confinements of Laguna to make a 
general statement regarding all the Native Americans. The relation 
with landscape assumes a vital role for the colonized, displaced 
people to resist the white discourse by means of redefining this 
relationship that predominantly defies the oppressors‘ reasoning or 
logical constrictions. Deprived of justice by the colonizers legal 
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apparatus, the sense of landscape acts as a means to resolve the 
imbalances brought about by colonization. The story does not deal 
only with the violence committed against the girl and her parents 
but also with the violence committed against the land by the greedy 
white Americans. Consequently, the girl uses her sense of the place 
to drown the storekeeper. Storyteller as a work functioning in 
contact zone is an attempt to reclaim the contested land that is 
characterized by the presence of multiple power structures.  Silko‘s 
understanding is based upon an organic relationship with the 
landscape. She tells us, ―…there‘s a sense of familiarity almost like 
certain places being a parent or relative, in other words, being 
related to the land in a familiar way, and there is a kind of security 
there which I always feel‖ (Jaskoski 1998: 105). Unlike people 
who might pass away, land continues to be a constant presence 
infusing life and identity into a community. Silko mentions the 
continuum of stories that pass as a legacy from generation to 
generation but the land forms a central character in those stories 
and continues to exist. In this context, stories about land and the 
telling of those stories, which continues to accommodate changing 
generations, are the principal means of identity formation and 
resistance. This relationship with the land and the superimposing 
assertion of security is the principal theme in the initial section of 
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the Storyteller. We can sense the intimate relationship with the land 
depicted in the two old women in both ―Storyteller‖ and ―Lullaby‖. 
The unnamed girl in the former story undergoes a growth in 
understanding regarding these seminal beliefs as she inherits the 
understanding from the old women and the old man. The harshness 
of the cold weather is a constant presence in the story. For the 
Gussucks it means hardship and death. Throughout the story, we 
have the sense of the freezing of the white Gussucks because of 
this cold, something that could be read as symbolic of death for the 
white assumptions and greedy aspirations within the American 
landscape. The old man refers to an advancing apocalypse that 
would bury the white machines and wash away their violations 
against the mother earth into whiteness where nothing could be 
differentiated.  Towards the end, the storyteller mocks the white 
materialistic outlook towards land and their lifeless relationship 
with the landscape. She laughs at their lack of understanding for 
―they thought they could keep out the cold with string yellow 
wading‖ (Silko 1981: 18). The Gussucks had to rely upon fragile, 
temporary means to survive in the harsh arctic conditions to fulfill 
their greedy ambitions and desires that are based upon disharmony 
with the land and culture. The girl embarks on a quest and her 
inquisitive search leads her to explore beyond the confining 
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limitations of the ethical impositions. Playing the role of the mythic 
figure of Kochininako or Yellow Woman, she treads beyond the 
social and ethical limitations of the society. At one place in the 
story when she breaks the ethical limitations and goes to the 
Gussuck we are told, ―they stared at her, but she had the feeling she 
was walking for someone else, not herself, so their eyes did not 
matter‖ (Silko 1981: 23). In order to understand her position and 
ascertain her identity, she lives her story in continuity with the 
other multiple stories present in the narrative. Towards the end, she 
has her story and that ensures the continuity of the Native culture 
and identity and serve as a means for the indigenous population to 
negotiate the oppressive ideologies of white racism. It is her 
changed perceptions and the revelations that enable her to complete 
the story and reveal the truth about the Gussucks. 
In ―Lullaby,‖ we have a similar thematic concern regarding 
the survival strategies of the Native population. Here too an old 
woman, Ayah is portrayed as a source of acquired wisdom that she 
uses to counter the oppressor‘s discourse. Ayah is an old Navajo 
woman who has been a victim of colonialism, as she had to suffer 
the loss of all her three children. Seyersted argues that, ―even 
though the story is seen through Ayah‘s eyes and painfully 
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illustrates her loss, it does not condemn the whites, but presents a 
balanced picture‖.  He further observes that, although the disparity 
in the treatment meted out to the Navajos is obvious, but the most 
painful event of the story, that is taking away of Ayah‘s children, is 
shown as a result of the concern of the white doctors for the 
children since they took them ―to save them from the tuberculosis‖ 
(Seyersted 1980: 22). However, the story subtly reveals the 
nuances of colonial oppressive discourses and strategies. The focus 
is shifted from the concern of the white doctors‘ for Ayah‘s 
children towards the means employed by them to take them away. 
Ayah was made to sign a paper without her understanding the 
implications of the same. She signed the papers because, ―she only 
wanted them to go, and to take their eyes away from her children‖ 
(Silko 1981: 45). Besides, the importance of maternal relationship 
is slighted in the presence of the white doctors‘ overwhelming 
insistence upon their own assessments regarding the betterment of 
the children.  Compared to this, throughout the story and the initial 
section Silko puts forth a strong Laguna point of view 
exemplifying the importance of the mother as well as the land for 
the indigenous people. White discourse employs self-constructed 
tools of assessment to impose decisions upon the indigenous 
populations. As a result, both land and the younger generations of 
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Indians become the targets as both are taken away from Indianness 
by the US policies of land confiscation and ethnic cleansing.  In 
both ―Storyteller‖ and ―Lullaby,‖ the mother / storyteller reigns 
supreme and her presence is indispensable for survival. In the 
chilling coldness symbolic of death, the feminine principle 
provides the necessary warmth. Ayah is inevitable for the old man 
Chato to survive and she decides when he should die. Victim of 
psychological colonization and proud of his knowledge of the 
English language, his lack of insight leads to Ayah‘s loss of 
children as it was he who had taught her to sign her name. She 
hated him for it and ―did not lie besides… [him] again until many 
years later, when he was sick and shivering and only her body 
could keep him warm‖ (Silko 1981: 47). Similarly, the girl in 
―Storyteller‖ is in total control of the affairs as she is well aware of 
the geography besides having learned the underlying principles of 
belonging and identity. She receives the means and understandings 
to give her power and authority over her affairs from the old 
woman besides gaining cultural insights from the old man. She 
decides the time and means of death for the storekeeper by 
tempting him to follow her to his death.  The redacted story of the 
little girl placed before the storyteller provides additional insights 
regarding the importance of mother/child relationship in the 
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Laguna context. The little girl having ignored her mother‘s advices 
falls into unpleasant experiences and despite that, the overall 
outcome of the story is rendered in positive terms by means of 
imagination and creativity used in the telling of the story. 
Similarly, the protagonist of the storyteller ignores the warnings 
and insights of the old man and yet she ends up with an important 
story that would serve as armor for the indigenous people to resist 
oppression and sustain themselves in future. 
In ―Lullaby,‖ Silko reveals education as one of the most 
important colonial institutions by means of which the colonizer 
exerts authority and oppresses the subjects. It has served as a 
primary weapon to quell any resistance and maintain existing 
power structures. Anything that is not appropriated is termed as 
evil, barbaric and frightening. Silko challenges and questions the 
Eurocentric assumptions that serve as substructures to white 
education. Ayah having lost her first child to US nationalism is 
deprived of her motherhood by having her other two children taken 
away. Educated in white schools and bred away from Ayah, the 
loss of these two children is more severe than Jimmie‘s loss. ―It 
was worse than if they had died: to lose the children and to know 
that somewhere, in a place called Colorado, in a place full of sick 
Chapter III 
124 
 
and dying strangers, her children were without her‖ (Silko 1981: 
47). She had seen children die and ―she had carried them herself, 
up the boulders and great pieces of cliff,‖ she had laid them in 
―crevices of sandstone and buried them in fine brown sand‖ (Silko 
1981: 47). Death does not have the Eurocentric connotations in the 
Native American context. The epistemological and the underlying 
beliefs differentiate the implications and meaning of death for the 
white American and the Native American readers. Ayah is not 
afraid of the death of her first child, instead she is more concerned 
with the loss of her two remaining children. She is concerned about 
the loss of connectivity with her children that would have ensured 
the continuance and preservation of their stories. Remembrance 
and memory serve as the true life-infusing elements in Native 
American cultures. Nothing is lost as long as the Native Americans 
remember and relate to their communal identity by means of shared 
connections of memory manifested in the form of stories and 
spoken words. However, the two children are weaned away from 
their culture and the community to the extent that they do not 
remember even their mother besides forgetting  their language and 
have no means of relating to the land and culture. Silko does not 
outrightly criticize white education, but does believe that weaning 
away of the children from maternal figures and maternal influences 
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of land and culture was carried out in the past to annihilate Indian 
identity. In Storyteller, we learn about Aunt Susie who did not lose 
her connections with Laguna land and culture despite being 
educated in white schools. She serves as an instance exemplifying 
Silko‘s point of view that Ayah‘s two children suffered because 
they were taken away from the maternal gaze and upbringing of 
Ayah and not just because of being educated in white schools. This 
practice of cultural genocide was a recurrent phenomenon in 
mainstream policies against the Natives. 
Krumholz comments, ―Silko does not simply present the 
tragedy of loss; she creates in her readers the need, the desire and 
the ability to hear and understand those stories from a Native 
American interpretive perspective‖ (1994: 98). Individualistic 
white assessment is constantly challenged by the final communal 
say. Every time there is a loss, the storyteller‘s rendering subverts 
its effect by remembering the story to benefit the community. Silko 
is constantly acting as a mere voice, a storyteller in the myriad of 
voices that constitute the stories and the interpretations. In this 
context, we can read ―Lullaby‖ as an attempt to reclaim the broken 
connections with the land and culture. The singing of a lullaby by 
the old woman towards the end of the story suggests that the 
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children did not die but are in a transitory stage represented as 
sleep. The concept of sleep suggests a reawakening and a re-
establishing of the connectivity with the temporarily obliterated 
and confused memory of the children. As long as the stories are 
remembered and shared with interpretations given by the 
community, they infuse an identity into individual storytellers and 
listeners besides acting as maps for the land, the land that survives 
despite all odds. Remembered, shared stories about the land would 
reciprocate and infuse identity back into the newer generations. In 
―Language and Literature from a Pueblo Indian Perspective,‖ Silko 
quotes the old people as saying, ―‗If you can remember the stories, 
you will be all right. Just remember the stories‘‖ (Silko 1997: 58). 
Cultural narratives preserved and saved for future generations and 
transmitted by storytellers serve as means of renewal and 
resistance. Therefore, ―Lullaby‖ serves as the ultimate denouement 
signifying the survival and continuance of the Native culture and 
tradition even in the face of temporary loss of connections, 
although, as Krumholz rightly observes, the condition of the 
storytellers at the end of both the initial two stories is perilous.  
In an important assessment of the structure of stories in 
Storyteller, Hirsh explains the hope and fear in the ‗Survival‘ 
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section regarding the continuity of the Native traditions. On the 
other hand, Hollrah (2004: 48-81) makes an in-depth study of 
―Lullaby‖ and traces the connections Silko had with the Navajo 
community that enabled her to write a story featuring a Navajo old 
woman.  Hirsh‘s arguments regarding the fear in the ‗Survival‘ 
section need to be furthered in light of Hollrah‘s assessment of 
intertribal cross-cultural exchange between Navajo and Laguna 
community. Even though the old woman is left alone to sing her 
lullaby, we have her story told by a cross-cultural sharing of a 
Laguna storyteller in person of Silko. Silko, having a close 
understanding of the Navajo culture, assumes the role of a cross-
cultural Native transmitter of the story of the Navajo old woman. 
The implied idea is that even though some of the Indian tribes 
might fall into difficulty in maintaining their tribal identity in the 
face of white intrusion, the cross-cultural sharing within the Indian 
tribes assures the retaining of cultural heritages. Both ―Lullaby‖ 
and ―Storyteller‖ emphasize this sharing.  Besides, as Silko 
remarks regarding her Great Grandmother Marie: 
Her Last years they took her to Albuquerque 
to live with her daughter , Aunt Bessie 
But there was no fire to start in the morning 
and nobody dropped by 
She didn‘t have anyone to talk to all day 
because Bessie worked. 
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She might have lived without watering morning glories 
and without kids running through her kitchen 
but she did not last long 
without someone to talk to.  
(Silko 1981: 35) 
Marie‘s end reminds the reader of Ayah‘s lullaby as both are left to 
pass away without any ―kids around‖ to talk to. In ―The 
Storytellers Escape‖ (Silko 1981: 247-253), a similar situation 
arises, when the ―old teller‖ after lifelong fleeing from the enemy 
and after telling stories about those that did not survive, apprehends 
her own doom and longs for somebody to ―look back‖ at her so 
that the story about her death would be remembered too. The child 
that looks back at her reassures her of the continuity of the stories 
and her survival is reassured by the child‘s act of looking back. In 
―Lullaby‖ Silko acts as the storyteller that ―looks back‖ to 
remember and relate the story of Ayah‘s death and ensures her 
survival. Similarly, Silko relates stories about Marie, Susie and all 
the multiple voices from which she had inherited the stories and 
ensures their survival. 
 ―Lullaby‖ acts as a stark reminder of the violations and loss 
the Native people had to face from oppressive policies and reveals 
how the life of Native American communities changed with the 
intrusion of the US government and western values. The most 
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adverse effect was the onslaught upon Indian identities. 
Assimilation of the Indians was done by means of obliterating their 
past that was achieved by confusing the memories relating to the 
past. The same happened to Ayah‘s two children for they had lost 
their connection to their cultural past as they had lost their 
language. The last visit of Ella and Danny to Ayah is an example of 
their complete weaning as Ayah just ―smiled at her [Ella]… and 
spoke cheerfully to Danny. When he tried to answer her, he could 
not seem to remember and he spoke English words with the 
Navajo‖ (Silko 1981: 49). 
 The issues relating to written text and its limitations 
figure in both ―Storyteller‖ and ―Lullaby‖. Jaskoski refers to the 
fact that besides the spoken stories in the narrative, there are a 
number of untold stories and revelations that are kept hidden from 
the readers. Their absence is conspicuous and this absence points to 
the limitations of written text suggesting the failure of language to 
surmount the barriers set by colonial discourse. This withholding 
of facts and incidents from the readers suggests the failure of the 
textual presentation to reproduce them truly. The story of the bear 
and the hunter that the old man narrates occupies a central position 
in ―Storyteller‖. However, as Jaskoski points out, it is never 
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narrated in the text. We come to know about it from the unnamed 
narrators repeated insistence upon it, which thereby suggests its 
importance in understanding the Yupik girl‘s story. Jaskoski 
explains that in Storyteller, ―fragmentary and disrupted narration 
enacts the failure of communication characteristic of the contact 
zones that Pratt describes‖ (1998: 17). Creation of such voids 
within the narrative functions as a means of initiation for the 
readers to look beyond the constricting cognitive aesthetics and 
move towards a hermeneutic approach to the text. These voids are 
meant to alter the reader‘s stance and approach in order to prepare 
him for the exposition of intimate Laguna beliefs that are revealed 
in a progressive manner in the stories and narratives that follow. 
By means of altering the reader‘s approach Silko progressively 
constructs new foundations for alternate understandings that rely 
upon the connections between stories and the community rather 
than Eurocentric constrictive literary impositions. As Wiget 
explains that stories, in the broad sense in which Silko uses the 
term, ―create the bond between subject and society… The 
culturally defined interpretative dimension, always dependent on a 
living, interpreting community, is a boundary-determining factor 
that Silko incorporates into her plots, her style and even the 
structure of her works‖ (1996: 501-502) 
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―Survival‖ section is followed by what Krumholz calls the 
―Yellow Woman‖ section. This section includes many interrelated 
stories, all united by the recurring figure of the Yellow Woman or 
―Kochininako‖ in Keres, a generic female character in Laguna 
Pueblo stories who is abducted by a Ka‘tsina, a supernatural being 
who usually lives in Mt. Taylor. Eventually she returns to her 
husband, in some versions bringing with her a pair of twins. 
Yellow Woman depicts a diversity of traits both positive as well as 
negative. All these essential traits are important in order to 
encompass the diverse possibilities in the behavior of women in 
Laguna. Silko focuses upon the abduction stories in which the 
Yellow Woman is taken away from her husband and children by a 
powerful male figure—Whirlwind Man, Buffalo Man, or the Sun. 
The ―Yellow Woman‖ story challenges many white attitudes and 
assumptions regarding the Native American life and culture. 
Yellow Woman stories depict an act of defining the contemporary 
Native American experiences within the mythic, underlying 
indigenous characterizing. The contemporary roles of women 
within the Indian Pueblo societies influenced by the Euroamerican 
attitudes and ideologies are reclaimed within the cultural roles 
defined by myths. Regarding the Yellow Woman myths, Silko 
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insists that such myths actually reflect our daily experiences. She 
says: 
I realized that these kind of things that I was doing when I was fifteen 
are exactly the kinds of things out of which stories like the Yellow 
Woman story, I finally put the two together: the adolescent longings 
and the old stories, that plus the stories around Laguna at the time 
about people who did, in fact, just in recent times, use the river as a 
meeting place.  
(Jaskoski 1998: 95) 
We have different versions of Yellow Woman stories in Storyteller. 
In one, the Yellow Woman is drawn into an adulterous relationship 
as much by her own desire as by the man‘s. In Silko‘s retelling of 
the Yellow Woman stories, her desire and agency bring benefits to 
the people. Jaskoski states that Silko‘s Yellow Woman stories are 
an attempt to make the Indians think highly of their roots and 
social models by means of changed perspectives and rich 
imagination (Jaskoski 1998: 32). The nameless female in the 
―Yellow Woman‖ story is accordingly shown as acting upon 
different levels of consciousness. Half believing herself to be the 
Yellow Woman of the myths about which she had heard from her 
grandfather, after her abduction by a lover named Silva, she wants 
to see him as a ka‘tsina and  goes with him to the mountains where 
he rustles cattle. Confronted by a rancher, she is ordered by Silva to 
return to his cabin with beef carcass, but instead, she returns to her 
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husband and child. While returning, she decides to tell them that 
she has been kidnapped by a Navajo and regrets the fact that her 
grandfather is not there anymore to support her story because ―it 
was the Yellow Woman stories he liked to tell best‖ (Silko 1981: 
62). The narrator‘s placing of her experience into the already 
present Yellow Woman myth is an attempt at interpreting and 
thinking positively about her endeavors by erasing her 
individuality and by mingling with the generic figure of the Yellow 
Woman. However, the reader is left questioning the reliability of 
her perception as vagueness emerges from the first person narration 
of the unnamed narrator. She oscillates between fact and fiction 
questioning her identity and in the process inquires about the 
generic Yellow Woman as well. In the first place, the story does 
not reveal the details about the presumed abduction of the unnamed 
narrator, but from her willingness to accompany Silva and from her 
repeated introspections, it seems likely that there might not have 
been an abduction at all in the first place and she might have 
eloped of her own will. She poses questions about the generic 
Yellow Woman too and the reader can sense an inherent tension 
within her introspective questionings. The opposing forces that 
challenge her belief and her attempts of identifying with a mythic 
figure are obvious, as we know from her first person narration that 
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only her ―old grandpa‖ was likely to believe her. However there is 
a marked shift in this story from the stories that preceded it in the 
‗Survival‘ section. Primarily there is a shift from the third person 
narration to a first person narration and the readers share more 
closely the Laguna consciousness of the individuals by entering 
into it. This is carried further in ―Tony‘s Story‖ that follows the 
―Yellow Woman‖ section. Similarly, there is a comparatively 
weakened challenge from the white discourse because the 
storyteller narrating a Laguna consciousness in ―Yellow Woman‖ 
is not alone and her condition is not perilous like that of the Yupik 
girl or Ayah.  
In the ―Yellow Woman‖ section, Silko puts forth different 
versions of Yellow Woman stories. In one of the stories, there is 
the striking presence of Ford and FBI, wine bottles and size 42 
panties (Silko 1981: 96), besides; there is also a subversion of the 
original story, as in this case it is the men who have been abducted. 
In most of the stories in the Storyteller there is a constant challenge 
to the ethics and aesthetics of Christian as well as other readers that 
subscribe to similar ethics. As Krumholz suggests, the appeal of 
the stories and the reception to the stories would vary considerably 
between the Indian readers and the non-Indian readers. She says, 
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―What serves as an act of transformation for a non-Indian reader 
may serve as an affirmation for the Indian reader‖ (1994: 91) In her 
analysis of the Yellow Woman story, Jaskoski (1998: 33) suggests 
that we don‘t find Silko authenticating adultery. Silko is not 
projecting a specific ethnic code but presenting before us different 
point of views to approach an Indian situation. Moreover, by 
means of highlighting the role of fiction in modeling identities, 
Silko simultaneously make us conscious about those models that 
are enforced upon the Indian identity as unquestionable facts. 
Besides, there is another important aspect to Silko‘s identity 
discourse that is understood from her insights about Juana, a slave 
to the Stagner family to which Silko‘s Grandmother Lillie 
belonged. In Storyteller Silko refers to Juana as an integral part of 
her Grandmother Lillie‘s remembrances (Silko 1981: 89). Silko 
mentions Juana again in Turquoise Ledge  and paints an opposite 
picture of oppressor and the oppressed, showing skepticism 
towards her family‘s  relationship with slavery in the past (Silko 
2010: 39-44).  Therefore, Juana‘s presence as a surrogate mother to 
Lillie challenges the notion of consistency even in Silko‘s own 
Indian family roots. ―Yellow Woman‖ is the most outspoken 
instance of this challenge to static approaches characteristic of 
white Americans. Linear approach to truth and reality is constantly 
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challenged; identity and truth are depicted in constant flux and 
fluidity and dependent upon the fragile connections of belonging to 
repeated identity models presented in stories. Silko says, ―people 
tell stories about you and your family or about others and they 
begin to create your identity‖ (Jaskoski 1998: 95) Challenges are 
put forth against confining limitations of the ―Indian Identity‖ as 
something separate and static. 
In Krumholz‘s division, following ―Yellow Woman‖ section 
we have the next two sections comprising a cycle from drought to 
rain. In the ―Drought‖ section, we have ―Tony‘s Story‖ in which 
Silko subverts the assumption of the whites, who see Native 
Americans as savage and incomprehensible, by presenting the 
white oppressor as a representative of destroyers symbolized by 
witches in the story. Told from a first person narrative, the story 
recounts a true story about an Indian who killed a white state patrol 
officer. Krumholz derives a connection between the depiction of 
witches and the consequent drought, which is a recurring theme in 
this section. In Laguna belief, the two are interrelated for drought is 
a consequence of disharmony brought about by witchcraft. Owing 
to extreme importance of rain in Pueblo and the other communities 
of the arid southwest, the need for rain assumes primary 
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importance for sustaining life. White intrusion resulted in 
imbalances, disharmony, and subsequent droughts. A white police 
officer, characterized by an irrational malevolence and 
unreasonable hatred for the Indians, is a central figure in the story. 
In one of the incidents, he hits an Indian named Leon without any 
provocation and almost kills him. In the subsequent narrative, he 
has two more encounters with Leon and his friend Tony. Tony 
rationalizes the white police officer‘s queer behavior and draws a 
connection between the white cop and the witches after interpreting 
his dream that suggests this connection. Without thinking, he kills 
the patrol officer who threatened to assault Leon again. Compared 
to him, Leon, an ex-serviceman familiar with the institutions and 
theories of the western culture, fails to act. A similarity is found 
between Leon and Chato of ―Lullaby‖ and a parallel is suggested 
between Ayah and Tony. These two types of Indian 
characterizations depict the inadequacy and illusionary belief the 
colonizer infuses into a psychologically colonized and bifurcated 
consciousness of those who internalize the colonial discourse and 
believe in the colonizers‘ institutions and theories to cope with 
every situation. When the white doctors try to take away Ayah‘s 
two children, she reacts by running away with her two children to 
the foothills in the south and does not return until Chato had 
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returned. Next day when the doctors come back again, they address 
Chato and tell him that ―they had her signature and that was all 
they needed‖ (Silko 1981: 46). Instead of offering any resistance, 
Chato persuades Ayah to hand over the children to the doctors 
telling her, ―It‘s too late now. The policeman is with them. You 
signed the paper‖ (Silko 1981: 46). Similarly, when the white 
police officer chases Leon and Tony during their second encounter 
Leon remarks, ―He can‘t do this… We‘ve got a right to be on this 
highway‖. Tony responds: ―I couldn‘t understand why Leon kept 
talking about ―rights,‖ because it wasn‘t ―rights‖ that he was after, 
but Leon didn‘t seem to understand; he couldn‘t remember the 
stories that old Teofilo told‖ (Silko 1981: 127).  Tony‘s response 
suggests a better understanding of the problem as he approaches it 
without looking at the situation from the spectacles of the white 
legal discourse. Both Chato and Leon provide examples of the 
colonized Indians, who having internalized the colonizer‘s 
discourse, are unable to offer any resistance except for indulging in 
fruitless verbal exercises. The failure of Chato and Leon to act, 
offer a contrast to the resistance offered by Ayah and Tony, who 
rely upon Indian stories and beliefs to counter the colonizer‘s 
discursive strategies and ideologies meant to uphold the power 
structures. On a similar note, in ―Storyteller‖ the young girl refuses 
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to comply with the white man‘s legal discourse and insists upon 
her Indian interpretation of her act as murder. Silko too refuses to 
internalize the Eurocentric discourse in Storyteller. The book defies 
all Eurocentric assumptions about art and literature, besides 
refuting the white ethics, aesthetics and scientific discourse. It is 
only in this way that she is able to ‗act‘ upon the white reader and 
change his static lifeless stance and appropriating approaches. 
Silko explores the diabolic workings of the white legal structures in 
all the three stories and brings forth the colonial enterprise of using 
the legal structures to contain and restrict the colonized into 
illusionary possibilities of justice. Chato‘s resistance to the taking 
away of his children by the white authority is countered by his 
meager education of white man‘s law. He refuses to act when he 
realizes that Ayah had signed the white man‘s documents allowing 
them to take away her children. An inevitable failure befalls all 
these colonized Indians who refuse to act. 
The first-person narration leaves the reader pondering about 
the nature of the delusiveness of Tony‘s interpretation as well as 
the queerness of the white police officer‘s motiveless malignity. 
Once again, as in the case of all the preceding stories, the ending of 
the story depicts a resilient Indian outlook upon complex social 
Chapter III 
140 
 
situations that undermines a Eurocentric assessment of the 
situation. Following this story we have the story titled ―Uncle 
Tony‘s Goat‖. Narrated from a retrospective stance, the story 
depicts an incident in the unnamed narrator‘s life in which one of 
his Uncle‘s goat named Billy had knocked the narrator to the 
ground and then escaped to the wilderness. Although, seemingly 
the story does not have an immediate apparent relationship with the 
stories that precede it, however, in the Laguna context the depiction 
of familial relationships and the power structure within the family 
offers insights towards the indigenous perspective that Silko  puts 
forth in this apparently simple and lucid story. The central 
authoritative figure in the family who imposes his authority upon 
the children in a Laguna matriarchal family is a child‘s maternal 
uncle instead of his father. Jaskoski sees a subtle connection 
between Uncle Tony and his goat and the escape of the goat to the 
wilderness towards the end is in a way symbolic of a return of the 
Laguna community‘s freedom of thinking and reassertion of their 
perspectives as against a tamed subservient role. Jaskoski asserts 
that the return of the goat to the wilderness assumes a sacrificial 
dimension as it simultaneously changes Uncle Tony‘s outlook and 
identity from a shepherd to a hunter besides restoring the balance 
in the narrator‘s family. Building on this interpretation, Jaskoski 
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assesses the story as a marked subversion of ideas of progress, 
assimilation and inevitability. Accordingly she states, ―The 
everyday perception of culture contact, and of the idea of 
assimilation, postulates a one-way process, whereby native culture 
is assimilated—that is, erased—into the supposed progress of the 
colonizing entity. ―Uncle Tony‘s Goat,‖ however, offers the 
reverse process‖ (Jaskoski 1998: 52). In this context, a progression 
is witnessed in this reverse process from the prophesying of the old 
man in the ―Storyteller‖ regarding the washout of the Gussucks 
from the Indian land to its partial realization in the offstage 
presence  of the intrusive colonial entity in ―Uncle Tony‘s Goat,‖ 
with only a passing mention of the church and the school. These 
marks of contact, also representative of progress, are given a 
subdued importance as the focus shifts from the dynamics of 
Indian and white contact to nuances of an Indian family structure. 
Besides, the various responsibilities undertaken by various family 
members in an Indian family with respect to various familial affairs 
reassert the Indian family structure and act as means of resisting 
the impositions of the colonizer.  Apart the fact that the uncle 
exerts power and authority over the children, he also transfers the 
cultural insights to the children and thereby acts as a powerful 
figure in Laguna families. The depiction of a Laguna family living 
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in close-knit harmony and cooperation in an uncluttered 
environment offers the readers an opportunity to interrogate the 
picture of timeless serenity and to question the essentialism of any 
search for cultural authenticity or purity since the pastoral life 
depicted in the story evolved into its current form after a colonial 
contact with the Spanish before the advent of the Anglo-
Americans. However, it is the adaptability and the reclaiming of 
authority by the Laguna people that the story foregrounds. 
 In the next story, ―The Man to Send Rain Clouds,‖ Silko 
takes us deeper into Laguna beliefs and rituals. The story is about a 
Laguna man Teofilo, whose relatives prepare for his burial after he 
dies. In the Laguna community, people believe that the dead are 
harbingers of benefits for the living for they carry messages from 
the fifth world (with which we are most familiar) to the other 
worlds below. Accordingly, after properly performing the ritual 
required for the burial, the relatives of the dead man ask him to 
send them rain clouds. However, one of the relatives suggests that 
they should ask the local Christian priest to sprinkle holy water 
upon the body so that ―he won‘t be thirsty‖ (Silko 1981: 184). This 
collaboration of the Indian and the white values forms the central 
theme of the story. Silko defines the inclusive nature of Pueblo 
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cultures when she says, ―Pueblo cultures seek to include rather than 
exclude. The Pueblo impulse is to accept and incorporate what 
works, because human survival in the south western climate is so 
arduous and risky‖ (Silko 1997: 177). She puts a convincing 
argument to that effect in the short story. The story depicts the 
Native American approach to reality and truth as characteristically 
different and baffling to the Christian mind of the white 
Americans. Silko tells us: 
Europeans were shocked at the speed and ease with which Native 
Americans synthesized, then incorporated, what was alien and new. 
Mexican Indians had embraced Jesus, Mary, Joseph, and the saints 
almost at once; the Indians had happily set the Christian gods on their 
altars to join the legions of older American spirits and gods. The 
Europeans completely misread the inclusivity of the Native American 
worldview, and they were disgusted by what they perceived to be 
weakness and disloyalty by the Indians to their Indian gods. For 
Europeans, it was quite unimaginable that Quetzalcoatl might ever 
share the altar with Jesus.  
(Silko 1997: 177) 
The collaboration between the Indians and the whites that 
takes place in this story is carried forward in ―A Geronimo Story‖, 
however, there is a progress and the balance of power and authority 
shifts markedly as the stories follow one after the other. An 
underlying essential resilience defying any superimposition is 
present in almost all the stories. A similar resilience is evinced by 
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the girl in ―Storyteller‖ when she refuses to bend to any form of 
coercion to change her story. Jaskoski points to this resilience and 
comments: 
For the protagonist of ―Storyteller,‖ truth is single and absolute, and 
the only way for her to maintain identity and integrity is to set 
impregnable boundaries around her language, her story and herself, 
excluding all that would compromise her isolate vision. …There is no 
room here for ambiguity, compromise, contestation, revision, 
qualification or any alternate possibility… .  
(Jaskoski 1998: 19-20) 
 In ―The Man to Send Rain Clouds,‖ we find a similar resilience in 
the form of an all-encompassing Indian belief. The Indians in the 
story undermine Christian discourse and break the binary structures 
of religious differences by amalgamating the Christian rites and the 
tribal rites in the burial of the old man, Teofilo. The inclusive 
nature of Indian culture is set against the Christian values of 
individualism and stasis of religious conduct. A strange mixture of 
Christian beliefs and Indian beliefs occurs when Leon feels happy 
about the priests sprinkling the holy water for he believed that 
―now the old man could send them big thunder clouds for sure‖ 
(Silko 1981: 186). Underlying the encompassing nature of the 
Laguna Indian culture is a quest for survival. Among the different 
strategies of survival depicted in the stories, collaboration with the 
whites is depicted as an important one. ―A Geronimo Story‖ 
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explores this survival strategy as it relates a story about a joint 
enterprise between some Laguna men and the whites to hunt down 
an apache chief Geronimo. Narrated from the first-person 
perspective, Andy relates the story of an adventurous trip he made 
accompanied by Laguna Regulars and led by his uncle Siteye and a 
white man, Captain Pratt. Krumholz places the story in what he 
calls the ―Coyote‖ section. She comments that in this story, ―the 
reader learns, along with the narrator‘s younger incarnation, how to 
‗read‘ Laguna meanings through an understanding of humour and 
subversion‖ (1994: 105). In early 1880s, the United States Army 
took advantage of the Inter-Indian hostilities and employed Laguna 
men to help them against their Apache enemies. Silko treats this 
collaboration as an Indian strategy for survival rather than the 
Indians playing into the hands of the colonizer. The journey to hunt 
down Geronimo is a learning experience for the young, naïve Andy 
as he learns to understand his uncle‘s subtle humour and wisdom 
that teach him important lessons regarding the ability of the 
trickster to turn white authority back on itself. ―A Geronimo Story‖ 
exemplifies the complete ritualistic initiation and the subsequent 
modification in the reader‘s perception that Storyteller as a whole 
attempts.  Andy‘s relating his experience of an earlier period also 
parallel the reader‘s earlier experience of reading the Storyteller 
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wherein both confront challenges with respect to understanding the 
essence of the Indian behavior. The inherent voids in the stories of 
the initial sections are now replaced in ―A Geronimo Story‖ by 
humorous passages that rely upon a stronger and common aesthetic 
base and communal understanding. The mutual trust and common 
perspective make the readers share and understand the humour 
aimed at ridiculing the white misconceptions and illogical 
practices. Paralleling this development, Andy too learns to 
understand the subtleties of Indian behavior and the underlying 
survival strategies that prompt the Indians to collaborate with the 
false white colonial projects. Importantly enough, this 
collaboration places the whites on the lower side in the scale of 
power as it is the whites that are now dependent upon the Indians 
to guide them and help them in their enterprise. Throughout the 
story, the role of Laguna Indians in contrast to the whites is one of 
superiority owing to their knowledge of the land and geography. 
Andy‘s Uncle Siteye remarks towards the start of the story, ―these 
Lagunas can‘t track Geronimo without me‖ (Silko 1981: 212), but 
we know that it is not the Lagunas who need him but the white 
cavalry who rely heavily upon his experience and knowledge to 
guide them. Towards the end when Major Littlecock takes them to 
the Apache campsite and finds, to his utter disappointment, that his 
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assumptions were all wrong, Siteye‘s authoritatively proclaims his 
superior knowledge: ―No Geronimo here‖ he says, looking 
deliberately towards Major Littlecock so that he would hear (Silko 
1981: 222). Now it is the Major who is at odds because of his lack 
of understanding and misconceptions. Andy observes his confused 
look, ―He looked at all of us; his face had a troubled, dissatisfied 
look; maybe he was wishing for the Sioux country up north, when 
the land and the people were familiar to him‖ (Silko 1981: 223). 
Such confusions within the white outlook towards Indian behavior 
and their apparent illusionary misunderstandings appear frequently 
with the progression in the book. In the initial stories, both the 
unnamed Yupik girl in ―Storyteller‖ and Ayah in ―Lullaby‖ seem 
out of touch with the dominant modes of understanding; however, 
in the later stories, it is the whites who are more confused. The 
priest in ―Man to Send Rain Clouds,‖ for example, seems 
bewildered and lost as he ―sprinkled the grave and the water 
disappeared almost before it touched the dim, cold sand; it 
reminded him of something—he tried to remember what it was, 
because he thought if he could remember he might understand this‖ 
(Silko 1981: 186). However, the reader undergoes the necessary 
shift in perception to fall in line with the Indian modes of 
understanding and behavior. The logic behind Siteye‘s apparently 
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futile act of collaborating with the whites is revealed by his 
poignant answer as Andy questioningly remarks, ―You‘ve been 
hunting Geronimo for a long time, haven‘t you? And he always 
gets away,‖ Siteye answers, ―Yes…but I always like to think that 
it‘s us who get away‖ (Silko 1981: 222). Siteye‘s reply can be read 
as suggesting that Geronimo is ‗us‘, i.e. the Indians and in his 
getting away, the Indians survive and thwart the white colonial 
ambitions.  
The story provides many other contrasting exchanges that 
remind the readers about similar exchanges between the white and 
the Indian value system in the earlier stories of the book. In these, 
Indian characters seem out of touch with Euroamerican legal and 
interpretive structures within which the Indian perspectives are 
meaningless. English language is shown to be out of touch with the 
Indian perspectives and insufficient to enable the Indians to render 
their expressions. In the later stories, Indian perspective, traditions, 
and values pass judgment on the white world. In ―Tony‘s Story‖ 
when the white police officer encounters Tony and Leon for the 
second time, he asks Tony about his name. Instead of answering, 
Tony fails to comprehend his language. We share his inner 
dilemma, as it seems to him that the white cop is an inhuman 
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character, a witch using some bizarre language. He says, ―His 
voice was high-pitched and it distracted me from the meaning of 
words‖ (Silko 1981: 127). In comparison to this encounter, Major 
Littlecock‘s bewilderment on not understanding the Laguna joke 
aimed at him suggests a reversal from ―Tony‘s Story‖.  Littlecock 
looked confused and asked Captain Pratt, ―What did he 
say,…could you translate that for me, please?‖ To this the Captain 
replies, ―I‘m sorry, Major, but I don‘t speak the Laguna language 
very well. I didn‘t catch the meaning of what Siteye said‖ (Silko 
1981: 221). In the former instance it was Leon who had answered 
the cop and said, ―He [Tony] does not understand English so good‖ 
(Silko 1981: 127). The reversal has put Laguna language above 
English and the Laguna collaboration enables them to tackle the 
white discourse by means of subversion and humour. Instead of 
acting outrightly against the whites, the Indians collaborate with 
them knowing the true nature of their enterprise and ultimately foil 
their attempts. Right from the start, the reader as well as Andy 
know of the futility of the project but the journey becomes a 
learning experience for both the reader as well as Andy. The 
process of initiation is complete with the completion of the journey 
that acts as a ritual for both to relate and connect to Laguna-centric 
outlook upon life. The Storyteller as a whole enacts this ritual. By 
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these participatory means Silko forges an Indian identity that 
subverts white appropriations and stereotyping. 
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he concept of an ‗Indian identity‘ is primarily a 
Eurocentric construct because Columbus‘s naming of 
the native people as ‗Indian‘ was, in the first place, the 
result of his confused sense of geography. It has been a recurrent 
practice of colonial powers to construct appropriated identities of the 
colonized to overpower and dominate them. Fanon writes, ―...it is the 
settler who has brought the native into existence and who perpetuates 
his existence‖ (Fanon 1963: 36). European immigrants used textual 
creations of the Indians depicting them as uncivilized savages to 
justify their extermination. After continued genocidal onslaughts, their 
numbers were reduced considerably and they were depicted as a dying 
race with cultures and traditions on the verge of extinction only to be 
preserved and conserved by anthropological studies. Imposing the 
concept of superiority of textual records and textual formulations, the 
white Americans considered texts written by them as ‗authentic‘ and 
valid enforcing the view that authenticity meant relying upon 
‗scientific‘ and ‗Christian‘ discourses. Accordingly, Native American 
oral narratives, myths and stories were appropriated and captured into 
formulations based upon biased presumptions. Native American 
T 
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identity was likewise presumed as preserved in anthropological and 
the textual records left by the early European immigrants and other 
white fiction and non-fiction writers. European anthropologist 
Johannes Fabian argues that anthropological categories served to 
place the colonized other as an entity of the past, excluded from 
contemporaneity. He argues: 
A discourse employing terms such as primitive, savage (but also tribal, 
traditional, Third World, or whatever euphemism is current) does not 
think, or observe, or critically study, the ―primitive‖; it thinks, observes, 
studies in terms of the primitive. Primitive being essentially a temporal 
concept, is a category, not an object, of Western thought. [emphasis in the 
original]  
(1983:18)  
The aim of any such discourse was to obliterate the actual Native 
American. With the advancement of media and technology, a 
remarkable change with respect to the outlooks upon belonging and 
identity came about. Media emerged as a strong tool for dominant 
ideologies to mould and structure human thought and understanding. 
In identity formation, memory and performance play an essential role;  
repeated performances and repeated associations that stem from 
public and social discourse construct the underlying beliefs with 
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which an individual identifies. Media projections of the stereotyped 
Indian turned out to be a strong and powerful means of obliterating 
Native American identity. Manuel Castells states that since ―all reality 
is virtually perceived,‖ the contemporary moment is defined by, what 
he calls, ―real virtuality,‖ ―a system in which reality itself (that is, 
people‘s material/symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully 
immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of make believe, in 
which appearances are not just on the screen through which 
experience is communicated, but they become the experience‖ (2000: 
404). White American discourse used media projections after the 
development of media and technology to reduce and obliterate the 
‗Indian‘ to the extent of turning it into a mere representational and 
commodified product. The reliance of the Natives upon ceremonies 
and rituals to sustain their cultural identity and integrity by orienting 
their psychic tendencies and associative belongings through them was 
debased by the whites through the use of science and technology 
while these practices were seen as meaningless and superstitious. 
Interestingly, after the advancements in cognitive sciences, the appeal 
and validity of these cultural practices has been realized.  
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It took Native Americans about two and a half centuries to 
‗write back‘ and respond to white stereotyping. In the second half of 
the twentieth century, Native American writers were able to impress 
their powerful presence before mainstream American readers. Silko 
emerges as a seminal figure who resists white cultural tropes. She 
explores the enduring relevance of tribal legends and stories and lays 
emphasis on endurance through adaptation rather than assimilation 
into the dominant culture. Her Ceremony made a huge impact upon 
the literary circles in America and across the globe. It opened a world 
of possibilities and perspectives that were unknown to English literary 
tradition. Through her innovative writing style, Silko revitalizes the 
myths and stories that were rendered lifeless by white anthropologists.  
She uses the Laguna conceptual framework to arrive at a decolonized 
image of the Indian. In order to ensure the survival of the Indian 
identity, she frees it from white American appropriation. The concept 
of circularity of time prefigures in Ceremony and Silko forces the 
readers to look at reality within this parameter. In blurring the 
boundaries between the past and the present, Silko lends support to 
the indigenous claims to land and identity. White American temporal 
distancing of Native American past from their present was meant to 
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obliterate the history of colonial injustice suffered by Native 
Americans at the hands of the white immigrants. It also presumes that 
Indian land that was taken away from them by the white immigrants 
by means of legalizing institutions like ‗Christianity‘ and ‗writing‘, 
could not be returned and that through historical development the 
whites have become the inheritors of this land. By reconnecting the 
Indian present with the past, Silko infuses new life into the Indian 
claim to their lands and reinvigorates their demands for cultural and 
socio-political sovereignty. By insisting upon the dynamic nature of 
Native cultural narratives, rituals and ceremonies, she debunks the 
colonial presumption that Indian cultural narratives are entities of 
remote past and immutable. Thereby she prioritizes change as an 
integral part of Laguna ceremonies and cultural legacies. Her writings 
make us aware of the politics involved in reducing cultural realities to 
discursive stereotypes based upon racist divisions or colonial 
ideologies. She provides insights regarding the complex nature of 
culture and identities, both Indian as well as White. Ceremony places 
the Indian identity discourse beyond the fixed binary divisions of 
‗self‘ and the ‗other‘ implying the necessity of arriving at conclusions 
without a priori stances. Similarly, Ceremony offers a strong 
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resistance against the US nationalistic discourse by means of offering 
an indigenist perspective that identifies earth and life in all forms as 
being of primary importance.  
Silko‘s use of storytelling as a technique in her writing enables 
her to maintain a continuity between oral mode of narration and the 
written form of expression. It also helps her in decolonizing her 
writing from the Eurocentric literary impositions. Silko uses artistic 
insights and fuses tribal cultural understandings with modern 
understandings to come up with valid and useful means of 
‗interpreting‘ cultural content into a written form. Interpretation 
carried thus, is based upon principles that maintain the essence of the 
interpreted cultural narratives and practices. Silko does not merely 
translate tribal cultural Laguna narratives into English written form, 
she also uses her cultural insights to transfer the essence of these 
narratives into a written form. Consequently, her role as a Laguna 
insider becomes important.  Her mixed genre work Storyteller helps 
her Indianise the writing of short fiction. Silko‘s experiment with a 
dialogic narrative present in Storyteller prioritizes the importance of 
community in the creation as well as interpretation of her writing. 
Both Ceremony and Storyteller act upon the reader and do away with 
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the appropriating tendency of the white Americans by teaching the 
readers to look beyond Eurocentric literary preoccupations in order to 
understand the importance of culture specific insights regarding art 
and literature. Storyteller enacts a ritual for the reader and by means 
of innovative language, Silko carves a space in the reader‘s 
constricted horizon of Eurocentric expectations by placing an Indian 
perspective before him. Storyteller is an attempt to reappropriate the 
designation of ‗Indian‘ identity. Jaskoski states, ―Storyteller, by 
reinventing the stories and storytellers of Laguna culture and 
inventing the reader-listener for them, reclaims and reinvents ‗the 
Indian‘ as well‖ (1998: 11). With the progression in the stories in 
Storyteller, Silko readies the white reader for an identity discourse in 
which the ‗simulation‘ of an Indian identity is a strategy to survive.  
Jaskoski further asserts that Storyteller is a work that authenticates 
and certifies Silko as a reliable storyteller in the Laguna tradition 
because herein Silko puts forth necessary testimonies regarding her 
authenticity as a storyteller. Besides narrating stories and building 
upon them, Silko puts in autobiographical proof of her right to the use 
of native materials and narratives. The photographs and the 
amalgamation of personal memories and autobiographical anecdotes 
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perform the role of authenticating Silko‘s voice. Besides, 
authenticating Silko as a reliable Laguna writer, Storyteller also 
establishes the currency of the stories. Until late 1960s and early 
1970s, much of the native literary arts had been transcribed, 
translated, annotated, abridged and interpreted by the white writers 
resulting in colonization due to appropriation of these previously 
autonomous literary traditions.  Textual constraints imposed by the 
prejudiced white writers, who followed Eurocentric literary traditions, 
shifted the early Native works from their cultural contexts, displaying 
them in textual nakedness ignoring their performative quality. Silko 
reinvigorates the written text by setting the stories free from 
constraining textual limitations. Silko‘s writing is an attempt to 
―translate… the feeling or the sense that language is being used 
orally‖ and accordingly, she says, she plays ―with the page and things 
that [she] could do on the page, and repetitions‖. By using ―different 
kinds of spacing or indentation or even italics‖ she enables the readers 
to experience characteristics of oral narration (Arnold 2000: 71). 
Based upon insights offered by Vizenor, Krupat and Owens 
regarding the assessment of Native American literature, Silko‘s 
writing can be analyzed from postcolonial and postmodern 
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perspectives. However, as tribal-centered critics suggest, such an 
approach undermines the Native American claims for political as well 
as literary sovereignty. Carol Boyce Davies offers a scathing criticism 
of postcoloniality on the basis that: 
…it represents a misnaming of current realities, it is too premature a 
formulation, it is too totalizing, it erroneously contains decolonizing 
discourses, it re-males and recenters resistant discourse by women and 
attempts to submerge a host of uprising textualities… it reveals the 
malaise of some western intellectuals caught behind the ‗posts‘ and unable 
to move to new and/or more promising re-/articulations  
(1994: 81)   
Louis Owens makes an important statement regarding the labeling of 
Native American literatures as postcolonial. He states, ―…it would not 
take much time spent browsing through contemporary 
critical/theoretical texts— including especially those we call 
postcolonial—  to discover an even more complete erasure of Native 
American voices‖ (Owens 2001: 13). Assessing Silko‘s writing only 
from a postcolonial parameter, especially considering the status of 
Native Americans as still colonized, could result in unnecessary 
confining limitations upon her art. Silko‘s creative discourse is a form 
of resistance to Euroamerican discourse which succeeds in 
undermining white superiority by providing an alter/Native 
perspective from which to view Indian history and identity. Silko 
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Indianises the English language by providing alternative contexts to 
her use of words and language. She states, ―At Laguna Pueblo…many 
individual words have their own stories. So when one is telling a story 
and one is using words to tell the story, each word that one is speaking 
has a story of its own, too‖ (Silko 1997: 50). Repetition of indigenous 
stories, which are altered creatively to modify and change with 
changing contexts and individuals, is meant to encompass and ‗create‘ 
foundations resistant of superimposed ideologies from the oppressor. 
Silko‘s writing does not let itself be confined within certain 
postcolonial parameters nor can she be positioned merely as a writer 
of marginality. Silko does not exhibit, what Rey Chow has called the 
language of victimization and ―self-subalternisation,‖ which, Chow 
points out, ―has become the assured means to authority and power‖ 
(Chow 1993: 13) in the metropolis, a phenomenon Leela Gandhi 
refers to as the ―professionalisation of the margin‖ (Gandhi 1998: 
128). Louis Owens puts forth a convincing argument regarding the 
dilemma a Native American writer faces in an attempt to fulfill the 
‗constructed expectations‘ wherein the Native is expected to put on 
the ‗constructed mask‘ provided by the colonizer. He states, ―…where 
is the Native writer to locate herself, and how is that writer to find or 
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have a voice in a world articulated through another language or 
knowledge system? ...how and where does the Native writer discover 
a voice that may be heard at the metropolitan center?‖ (Owens 
2001:17-19). He concludes with the assertion that eventually the 
practice of conforming to any mainstream literary convention or even 
language is in itself self-negating and weakens the goal that a Native 
American writer sets to achieve. He says, ―it seems that a necessary, if 
difficult, lesson for all of us may well be that in giving voice to the 
silent we unavoidably give voice to the forces that conspire to effect 
this silence‖ (Owens 2001: 24). However, Silko convincingly affirms 
the belief that the colonizer‘s language or Eurocentric form of writing 
is not a limiting factor for Native American writers as long as they are 
able to retain the essence of their indigenous cultures. Although she 
admits the difficulties she had to confront in making the transition 
from oral storytelling to written narrative, yet she retains Native 
American essence in a Eurocentric form of writing and makes her 
writing accessible to the non-Indian readers. She powers the 
Eurocentric form of writing by tribal oriented aesthetics and concerns 
and uses the English language to express tribal concepts and myths. 
She prioritizes a tribal identity discourse to explain the validity of 
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tribal insights in a contemporary mechanized modern world. 
Technology has shattered the peace and tranquility of modern man 
leading to psychic disturbances and imbalances. Silko‘s writing offers 
useful insights to heal such ruptures. Seminal global issues like 
nuclear warfare and fear of mass destruction, deteriorating 
environment and problems of global warming that have surfaced in 
our times reinforce the validity of Native American writing in general 
and Silko in particular who sees life in all forms as precious and the 
earth with its animate and inanimate things as sacred and sentient.  
Noam Chomsky reminds us: 
The selection of issues that should rank high on the agenda of concern for 
human welfare and rights is, naturally, a subjective matter. But there are a 
few choices that seem unavoidable, because they bear so directly on the 
prospects for decent survival. Among them are at least these three: nuclear 
war, environmental disaster, and the fact that the government of the 
world‘s leading power is acting in ways that increase the likelihood of 
these catastrophes.  
(2006: 1) 
Silko addresses all these issues in her writing through her critique of 
the colonial ambitions of white America. 
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